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ABSTRACT 
 
This doctoral dissertation explores the role of universities in enhancing human development and 

fostering just transitions, addressing two central research questions: How can universities' knowledge 
production improve human development within their academic and broader communities? And what 
roles can universities play in fostering just transitions to effectively address social challenges? To answer 
these questions, the research encompasses three case studies from two universities and a practical pol-
icy project that brought together researchers, policymakers, and practitioners from diverse back-
grounds. 

The dissertation comprises four publications, each contributing to the overarching themes by ad-
dressing specific sub-research questions through experimental engagements and theoretical analysis. 
Key findings include the expansion of epistemic capabilities through participatory decision-making in 
university settings, the integration of the Transformative Innovation Policy (TIP) framework with the 
Human Development and Capabilities approach, and the development of a new analytical framework 
for assessing the role of universities in just transitions, particularly in the Global South. 

Empirically, the research provides insights into the practical application of theoretical frameworks in 
real-world scenarios, such as the creation of a capability list at Universidad de Ibagué, the experimental 
governance engagements at Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana (Unaula), and the Peace and Re-
gion program. These case studies demonstrate the importance of involving diverse actors, fostering 
democratic deliberation, and creating experimental spaces to drive transformative innovation and re-
gional sustainability. 

The dissertation concludes with actionable policy recommendations for fostering transformative in-
novation to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), emphasising the need for time invest-
ment, trust-building, and the inclusion of diverse voices. The research journey continues to evolve, gen-
erating new avenues for exploring desirable futures, reparative perspectives, and the transformation of 
the higher education system to support just sustainability transitions. 
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RESUMEN 
 
Esta disertación doctoral explora el papel de las universidades en la mejora del desarrollo humano 

y el fomento de transiciones justas, abordando dos preguntas de investigación centrales: ¿Cómo puede 
la producción de conocimiento en las universidades mejorar el desarrollo humano dentro de sus comu-
nidades académicas y las comunidades más amplias con las que interactúan? Y, ¿qué roles pueden 
desempeñar las universidades en el fomento de transiciones justas para abordar eficazmente los desa-
fíos sociales? Para responder a estas preguntas, la investigación abarca tres casos de estudio de dos 
universidades y un caso de política de innovación transformativa que reunió a investigadores, respon-
sables políticos y profesionales de diversos orígenes. 

La disertación consta de cuatro publicaciones, cada una contribuyendo a los temas generales al 
abordar preguntas de investigación específicas a través de casos experimentales y análisis teóricos. Los 
hallazgos clave incluyen la expansión de las capacidades epistémicas a través de la toma de decisiones 
participativa en entornos universitarios, la integración del marco de la Política de Innovación Transfor-
mativa (PIT) con el enfoque de Desarrollo Humano y Capacidades, y el desarrollo de un nuevo marco 
analítico para evaluar el papel de las universidades en las transiciones justas, particularmente en el Sur 
Global. 

Empíricamente, la investigación ofrece conocimientos sobre la aplicación práctica de marcos teóri-
cos en escenarios del mundo real, como la creación de una lista de capacidades en la Universidad de 
Ibagué, los acuerdos de gobernanza experimental en la Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana 
(Unaula) y el programa de Paz y Región. Estos estudios de caso demuestran la importancia de involucrar 
a actores diversos, fomentar la deliberación democrática y crear espacios experimentales para impulsar 
la innovación transformativa y la sostenibilidad regional. 

La disertación concluye con recomendaciones de políticas prácticas para fomentar la innovación 
transformativa para lograr los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible (ODS), destacando la necesidad de 
inversión de tiempo, construcción de confianza e inclusión de voces diversas. El viaje de investigación 
continúa evolucionando, generando nuevas vías para explorar futuros deseables, perspectivas repara-
doras y la transformación de los sistemas de educación superior para apoyar transiciones sostenibles y 
justas. 
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RESUM 
 
Aquesta dissertació doctoral explora el paper de les universitats en la millora del desenvolupament 

humà i el foment de transicions justes, abordant dues preguntes d'investigació centrals: Com pot la 
producció de coneixement a les universitats millorar el desenvolupament humà dins de les seues co-
munitats acadèmiques i les comunitats més àmplies amb les quals interactuen? I, quins rols poden exer-
cir les universitats en el foment de transicions justes per a abordar eficaçment els desafiaments socials? 
Per a respondre a aquestes preguntes, la investigació abasta tres estudis de cas de dues universitats i 
un projecte de política pràctica que va reunir investigadors, responsables polítics i professionals de 
diversos orígens. 

La dissertació consta de quatre publicacions, cadascuna contribuint als temes generals en abordar 
preguntes d'investigació específiques a través de compromisos experimentals i anàlisis teòriques. Les 
troballes clau inclouen l'expansió de les capacitats epistèmiques a través de la presa de decisions parti-
cipativa en entorns universitaris, la integració del marc de la Política d'Innovació Transformativa (PIT) 
amb l'enfocament de Desenvolupament Humà i Capacitats, i el desenvolupament d'un nou marc analític 
per a avaluar el paper de les universitats en les transicions justes, particularment en el Sud Global. 

Empíricament, la investigació ofereix coneixements sobre l'aplicació pràctica de marcs teòrics en 
escenaris del món real, com la creació de d’una llista de capacitats a la Universitat de Ibagué, els cacords 
de governança experimental a la Universitat Autònoma Llatinoamericana (Unaula) i el programa de Pau 
i Regió. Aquests estudis de cas demostren la importància d'involucrar actors diversos, fomentar la deli-
beració democràtica i crear espais experimentals per a impulsar la innovació transformativa i la soste-
nibilitat regional. 

La dissertació conclou amb recomanacions de polítiques pràctiques per a fomentar la innovació 
transformativa per a aconseguir els Objectius de Desenvolupament Sostenible (ODS), destacant la ne-
cessitat d'inversió de temps, construcció de confiança i inclusió de veus diverses. El viatge d'investigació 
continua evolucionant, generant noves vies per a explorar futurs desitjables, perspectives reparadores i 
la transformació dels sistemes d'educació superior per a donar suport a transicions sostenibles i justes. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Motivation 
I completed my PhD in Science and Technology Studies at the University of Edinburgh in 2015. 

Afterwards, I returned to my home country to enhance the role of universities in addressing social and 
environmental challenges through research, teaching, social outreach, and innovation. 

That PhD research focused on innovation policies at the national and sectoral levels in Colombia. I 
concluded that the prevailing innovation policy frameworks—linear and systems of innovation—had 
significant limitations. The 'systems of innovation' framework lacked a normative stance on possible 
rebound effects and unintended consequences of innovation. It also separated the action domains of 
academia, industry, and policy and treated broader society merely as users and recipients of innovation. 
My research demonstrated how this framework in Colombia promoted STI policy instruments that deep-
ened disciplinary research funding, favouring universities with stronger research groups as measured 
by scientific publications. This approach had less emphasis on and fewer mechanisms for the appropri-
ation of knowledge, which were primarily aimed at creating links with productive sectors (Velasco, 2015). 
At the time, social and environmental challenges requiring a transdisciplinary approach (Bernstein, 2015) 
were absent from the science, technology, and innovation (STI) policies. 

After finishing my PhD, I initially worked at Universidad del Rosario in Bogotá, Colombia, designing, 
creating, and leading the university's research and innovation direction. This office aimed to design and 
implement strategies to promote and strengthen the university's research and innovation processes, 
providing policies and procedures to support these goals. Universidad del Rosario, founded in 1653, is 
the oldest continuously operating university in the country and one of Colombia's most important in-
stitutions in terms of research and academic standing. 

After completing my PhD and gaining an overview of the national STI system, I became aware of 
the weaknesses in the research and innovation vision and performance indicators at the national level. 
Colombia had low investment in STI, significant capabilities differences between regions in the country, 
and a lack of directionality in innovation strategies, focusing mainly on catching up with better-per-
forming countries in Latin America and the OECD. Private and public universities were the primary 
knowledge producers, with only a few national research centres. I saw an excellent opportunity to con-
tribute to the country's challenges through university action. This experience deepened my understand-
ing of creating university policies aligned with local and national needs, making our knowledge produc-
tion and social appropriation processes relevant to other knowledge producers and the broader 
scientific community. 

Wanting to be closer to social and environmental challenges, I moved to a smaller university in a 
region struggling with persistent unemployment, violence, corruption, and economic and research de-
pendency on the centre. As the Academic and Research Vicerrector, I found a vibrant academic com-
munity that was deeply concerned with and integrated into regional problems. I realised the critical role 
of universities in deprived regions as catalysts for human development. 

This led me to pursue a second doctoral program focused on higher education and its role in trans-
formation, which is developed in this doctoral thesis. I began my research where I left my previous PhD 
by exploring the role of STI policies in developing countries using innovation studies literature. I con-
tinued my journey by investigating the role of higher education in transforming unjust and unsustaina-
ble practices from a human development perspective. 

The chapters of my thesis reflect my journey as a practitioner who advances her research agenda 
through the questions and challenges encountered along the way. The evolution of the thesis shows 
my process of understanding the importance of enabling participatory decision-making processes in 
designing university policies. These processes strengthen the directionality towards social and 
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environmental transformations and highlight the role of universities in co-producing knowledge that 
addresses complex, place-based challenges. 

1.2. Aim, research questions and thesis structure 
Universities have played a fundamental role in the construction of modern society, serving as critical 

institutions in the development and dissemination of knowledge. The traditional model of universities 
has emphasised a hierarchical structure where scientific knowledge is often produced within rigid dis-
ciplinary boundaries (Ben-David & Zloczower, 1962). This has been both a strength, in terms of depth 
of expertise, and a limitation, as it has created intellectual silos, inhibiting interdisciplinary collaboration 
and broader societal engagement. The development of academic disciplines has been essential for ad-
vancing vital technologies and innovations that have shaped the world we live in today. However, it has 
also led to the creation of academic elites and the segmentation of scientific practice, a reductionism to 
approach complex phenomena, and elitism within academia disregarding non-academic knowledge 
and giving superiority to particular disciplines, having implications in isolating academic knowledge 
from social needs and challenges (Giddens, 1990).  

The oversimplification of complex environmental and social phenomena has significantly contrib-
uted to our current state of polycrisis. The challenges that impact both present and future generations 
and the viability of human life on this planet have intensified scrutiny on how knowledge is produced, 
who produces it, and for whose benefit (Breznitz & Feldman, 2012; Sedlacek, 2013). There is a growing 
demand, both within and outside academia, to adopt a different approach to knowledge creation and 
dissemination, one that supports a just transition towards sustainability (Boni et al., 2023).  

Universities can challenge hegemonic knowledge production by reconsidering their traditional vi-
sion of scientific knowledge and contributing to creating and enabling broader epistemic communities. 
This vision of the university aligns with a capabilities approach to human development, embracing plu-
ralistic, contextual, and practical knowledge whose outcomes are co-developed by researchers and the 
actors with whom they engage (Boni & Walker, 2013). Beyond the instrumental nature of unidimensional 
knowledge production, universities can provoke and stimulate transformative innovations that are lo-
cally relevant and simultaneously significant for the global context. 

This research aims to explore the role and agency of universities in enabling and promoting just 
transitions towards sustainability. The meaning of justice comes from the human development and the 
capabilities approach, and sustainability is seen from the transitions approach. The research questions 
are: 

 How can universities' knowledge production enhance human development within their aca-
demic community and the broader communities and territories they engage with? 

 What roles can universities play in fostering just transitions that effectively address social chal-
lenges? 

The questions are answered through four publications, each one contributing to different aspects.  
The second chapter of the thesis responds to the first question, which is explored through a specific 

case study of a regional university in the Global South that developed a participatory process to build 
an overarching university policy based on the values of human development, aiming to expand a capa-
bilities list produced by a constellation of actors engaged with the university in different roles. The 
chapter is based on the following publication: 

Velasco, D., & Boni, A. (2020). Expanding epistemic capability in participatory decision-making pro-
cesses: The Universidad de Ibagué capabilities list. In M. Walker & A. Boni (Eds.), Participatory Re-
search, Capabilities and Epistemic Justice (pp. 27–57). Palgrave Macmillan. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-56197-0 

Building on this chapter and connecting the first and second questions on how to foster just tran-
sitions from the university, the third chapter develops, through two case studies, how the university can 
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contribute to transformative innovation processes through a deliberative approach to directionality in 
line with the normative framework of the just transitions. Central to the discussion is the approach to 
directionality through university policy developed through experimental engagements that required 
proactive governance arrangements that enabled the inclusion of generally excluded voices embedding 
different types of knowledge. The publication contained in the chapter is: 

Velasco, D., Boni, A., & Chalela, S. (2021). Developing Transformative Innovation Through Policy Exper-
imentation in Two Colombian Universities. In L. A. Orozco, G. Ordóñez-Matamoros, J. H. Sierra-
González, J. García-Estévez, & I. Bortagaray (Eds.), Science, Technology, and Higher Education: 
Governance Approaches on Social Inclusion and Sustainability in Latin America (pp. 181–204). 
Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80720-7_7 

The fourth chapter is dedicated to exploring the role of universities in promoting just transitions, 
taking as theoretical frameworks the human development values and the regional transition pathways 
to sustainability. It continues the analysis of Universidad de Ibague, not only from a university policy 
and governance angle but also from a specific program in the formal curriculum that links students with 
projects in rural and urban municipalities in which the university is immersed in. The chapter proposes 
a practical framework in which universities can contribute to incremental change in line with social jus-
tice and preserving biodiversity, support place-based and multi-actor negotiations, and trigger multi-
scalar processes towards equity, participation, empowerment, and efficiency by enhancing agency in 
different regional actors. The chapter is developed through this publication: 

Velasco, D., Boni, A., Delgado, C., & Rojas-Forero, G. D. (2021). Exploring the Role of a Colombian Uni-
versity to Promote Just Transitions. An Analysis from the Human Development and the Regional 
Transition Pathways to Sustainability. Sustainability, 13(11), 6014. 

The fifth chapter discusses how engagements between university researchers, policy-makers, and 
practitioners can foster localised transformative innovation that aligns with the sustainable development 
goals (SDGs). The focus of the chapter is not in the role of the university as a social organisation and 
main actor of the higher education socio-technical system but on how action research takes place in 
the frame of a specific collaboration based on enhancing the transformative potential of a water project 
in South Africa with an ex-post assessment of how this experimental engagement could have benefited 
from the human capabilities approach. In this sense, the chapter provides an example of a transdiscipli-
nary engagement using the just transitions lenses. The chapter contains the following publication: 

Boni, A., Velasco, D., & Tau, M. (2021). The Role of Transformative Innovation for SDGs Localisation. 
Insights from the South-African “Living Catchments Project.” Journal of Human Development and 
Capabilities, 22(4), 737–747. https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2021.1986688 

The sixth chapter builds from the previous one to discuss how the university can enhance and pro-
mote regional just transitions from a Global South perspective.  

The last chapter contains the conclusions of the research and further research implications. 

1.3. References 
Ben-David, J., & Zloczower, A. (1962). Universities and Academic Systems in Modern Societies. European 

Journal of Sociology, 3(1), 45–84. https://doi.org/DOI: 10.1017/S0003975600000527 
Bernstein, J. H. (2015). Transdisciplinarity: A Review of Its Origins, Development, and Current Issues. 

Journal of Research Practice, 11(1). https://doaj.org/article/13fb6232ae6c4e7989893ea70667f86d 
Boni, A., Chalela, S., & Velasco, D. (2023). El sistema de producción y apropiación de conocimiento. 

Características y propuestas transformadoras. In S. Belda-Miquel & A. Boni (Eds.), Innovación para 
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la transformación social y ambiental. Una propuesta desde las transiciones sociotécnicas (Primera, 
pp. 263–289). Tirant Humanidades. 

Boni, A., & Walker, M. (2013). Human development and capabilities: Re-imagining the university of the 
twenty-first century. Routledge. 

Breznitz, S. M., & Feldman, M. P. (2012). The engaged university. The Journal of Technology Transfer, 
37(2), 139–157. 

Giddens, A. (1990). The Consequences of Modernity. Stanford University Press. 
Sedlacek, S. (2013). The role of universities in fostering sustainable development at the regional level. 

Journal of Cleaner Production, 48, 74–84. 
Velasco, D. (2015). Innovation systems in developing countries: A top-down and bottom-up approach to 

studying the Colombian System of Innovation and the coffee, flower and sugarcane production 
chains [University of Edinburgh]. https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/15813?show=full 
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2. Expanding Epistemic Capability in Participatory Deci-
sion-Making Processes: The Universidad de Ibagué Ca-

pabilies List 
 

Based on this publication: 
Velasco, D., & Boni, A. (2020). Expanding epistemic capability in participatory decision-making 

processes: The Universidad de Ibagué capabilities list. In M. Walker & A. Boni (Eds.), Participatory 
Research, Capabilities and Epistemic Justice (pp. 27–57). Palgrave Macmillan. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-56197-0 

 

2.1. Challenges of the University in Colombia 
Colombia faces significant social and environmental challenges. With high economic inequality and 

disparities between regions, 25% of households with unsatisfied basic needs, and threats to biodiversity 
by the expansion of agricultural and illegal activities like coca planting and illegal mining, major trans-
formations are urgently needed (ACCEFYN 2018). Additionally, the country is undergoing an ongoing, 
contentious implementation of the peace agreements signed between the national government and 
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia on November 24, 2016. Many opportunities come with 
the cessation of this civil armed conflict, such as progress in structural conditions for the improvement 
of the quality of life for Colombians and a deep and true reconciliation process for the whole population. 
Within this context, how can Colombian universities contribute? Universities should primarily contribute 
to more humane and sustainable development, along with the more traditional contribution to the 
economic development of the country. They are called upon to strengthen civic education and reform 
their teaching, research, and community outreach, with special emphasis on communities that have 
historically suffered the scourge of violence and injustice.  

This chapter examines these issues in the policies of the Universidad de Ibagué (UI), a private, me-
dium-sized university located in Tolima, one of the Colombian regions most affected by illegally armed 
groups. Throughout the year 2019, university leadership conducted an inclusive and participatory pro-
cess involving 127 people in a first phase for constructing a capabilities list, and 62 people in a second 
phase aimed at validating the list. The intention is to promote a university policy based on the declared 
capabilities list, as a working document. The participants represented different university community 
groups: faculty, students, alumni, technical staff, management teams, and business and social organisa-
tions that have projects with the university. The chapter describes how this policy-making process has 
expanded the capabilities of the participants, especially the epistemic capability. It is a process that 
contributes to greater cognitive justice, one of the necessary ingredients for a more just and democratic 
society (Sen 2009; De Sousa Santos 2014). 

The chapter is structured as follows: in the second section, we describe the role of education in the 
capability approach and its contribution to democracy, as well as the relevance of an epistemic capability 
for higher education. In the third section, we reflect on the development of capabilities lists in the field 
of higher education by offering examples of lists of capabilities that have been significant in our process. 
In the fourth section, we illustrate the context and characteristics of UI. In the fifth section, we describe 
the methodology for the preparation of the list. In the sixth and seventh sections, we analyse the ex-
pansion of the epistemic capability and other related capabilities with the conversion factors that made 
this participatory exercise possible. Finally, we conclude with some reflections on the implications of 
experiences such as the one in UI for the contributions that higher education can make to human and 
sustainable development.  
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2.2. Education and epistemic capability  
As Sen states, capabilities are the real possibilities and opportunities of leading a life that a person 

has reasons to value. They refer to different combinations of achievable functions, where functions are 
“the different things that a person can value doing or being” (Sen 1999, p. 3). These, together, constitute 
what makes a person’s life valuable. The distinction between achieved functionings and capabilities is 
that the former refers to what is effectively possible and can be put into action, and the latter are the 
freedoms or valuable options from which one can choose (Robeyns 2005). In this vein, the main con-
strictions on freedom should be reduced or eliminated so that society can thrive as a whole.  

McCowan and Unterhalter (2013) suggest different ways in which capabilities have a bearing on 
education and on ethical development. First, is the distributional aspect of education. Thinking in terms 
of capabilities raises a wider range of issues than simply looking at the number of resources or com-
modities people have: “Because of interpersonal diversity, people need a different amount of resources 
in order to transform these into the functioning of being educated” (Unterhalter 2009, p. 166). In capa-
bility language, we refer to conversion factors, which are personal, social, and environmental character-
istics that intersect through different dimensions. Learners could differ along (a) personal conditions 
(e.g. gender, age, class, etc.), (b) intersecting external environmental conditions (e.g. wealth, climate, 
etc.), and (c) inter-individual or social conditions (Walker 2006). Furthermore, people with the same 
outcome may have had very different opportunities, so they should not be judged in the same manner. 
Apart from this distributional aspect, in our chapter the reference to conversion factors is crucial to 
understand the context in which the UI capabilities list was designed (the process aspect) as well as its 
content. As Robeyns (2017) suggests, we do not only ask about who has more or less capability and 
their corresponding functioning, but we also assess processes and the conditions of possibility under 
which functionings are enabled or limited by different conversion factors.  

Second, education can be a capability multiplier. Education can develop skills that open up a wider 
set of opportunities in employment, leisure, and more. Some of the opportunities enabled by education 
are derived from the certification provided by formal education, and some from learning itself, which 
can be gained from a wide variety of educational experiences (McCowan and Unterhalter 2013, p. 146). 
We illustrate in this chapter that the expansion of capabilities in higher education does not only happen 
in formal settings but also in other pedagogical encounters (Walker 2019). 

Third, education is highly related and based on values. While education should not necessarily pro-
mote particular political and moral values, it is always inescapably charged with values (McCowan and 
Unterhalter 2013). Further, values are formed through the education process (Vaughan and Walker 
2012). From a human development perspective, four fundamental values should be at the core of any 
development process: 1) empowerment, understood as the expansion of the capabilities of people (real 
opportunities to achieve valuable ends), the expansion of valuable functioning (valuable purposes 
achieved), and participation; 2) the equitable distribution of basic skills; 3) sustainability; and 4) the 
freedom of people to enjoy their opportunities and achievements (Boni and Gasper 2012). As McCowan 
(2015) points out, this approach to development has particular applications for education. First, educa-
tional systems should distribute their benefits in an egalitarian manner; second, educational processes 
should be multipliers of capabilities that empower the individual to understand, exercise, and defend 
their rights; third, educational practices should foster individual autonomy - the ability to choose be-
tween different life courses and to enhance agency. If we add a sustainable dimension, the distributional 
aspect should take into account that resources are not limitless. Moreover, rights to be defended could 
include future generation rights or even earth rights.  

Connected with the importance of promoting autonomy and agency, the capability approach is 
linked with other participatory approaches to development in considering a deeply democratic way of 
making decisions, paying special attention to the most marginalised groups who have fewer opportu-
nities to participate in the decision-making process (Boni and Wilson-Strydom 2018).  

Related to the democratic and participatory aspects of the capabilities approach is the epistemic 
discussion. Sen (2009) states that democratic practice requires the inclusion of epistemic grounds 
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because the demand of justice can be assessed only with the help of public reasoning. In similar terms, 
De Sousa Santos (2014) stresses the importance of cognitive justice to arrive at a global social democ-
racy in which there is recognition of the multiplicity of social practices and experiences of the world. But 
there can be no global social democracy if there is no democracy between forms of knowledge. So, the 
epistemic capability, understood as the real possibility of producing knowledge in an inclusive way, is 
paramount for this understanding of democracy.  

Miranda Fricker (2015, pp. 73-90) points out the importance of epistemic contributions from all 
citizens as contributors to the production and sharing of information (also see Chapter 1). However, she 
notes that this capability has not been sufficiently addressed in the capability approach literature. Hence, 
Fricker stresses that one of our most basic needs is to use our reasoning to discern the everyday facts 
and social meanings that condition, constrain, and make sense of our shared lives (2015, p. 76). This has 
implications for other capabilities; most notably, practical reasoning is dependent upon it, given that 
deliberation implies knowledge and understanding (Boni and Velasco 2019). Fricker’s (2015) epistemic 
contribution capability can be operationalised by distributing informational and interpretive materials. 
The first comprises not only information itself but also anything bearing upon the question at stake, 
such as evidence, critical doubt, hypothesis and argumentation. The second includes distributing inter-
pretive materials required to make sense of a more or less shared social world (including not only inter-
pretations themselves but also anything bearing on their justification and reasonability, such as the 
concepts used, alternative interpretations, or other relevant critical materials) (Fricker 2015). This is fun-
damentally a relational capability: it implies giving information with uptake or with a reasonable likeli-
hood of uptake. Sen’s approach would also emphasise the relational aspect of this capability in that 
public reasoning requires relationships of reciprocity and non-domination with others; otherwise, the 
deliberative process does not work well (Walker 2019, p. 224).  

However, this epistemic capability can be frustrated by hermeneutical injustices. David Coady (2017, 
p. 64) points out that hermeneutical injustice occurs prior to communicative activity. The concept of 
hermeneutic marginalisation, in turn, is explained as a matter of belonging, “to a group which does not 
have access to equal participation in the generation of social meanings” (Fricker 2013, p. 1319). Coady 
argues that Fricker’s account of hermeneutical injustice in terms of hermeneutic marginalisation is (at 
least implicitly) a principle of distributive justice: 

 

The egalitarian principle according to which it is a requirement of justice that everyone should have 
equal access to participation in the generation of social meanings. That is, everyone should have equal 
hermeneutic power. To be marginalized with respect to a certain good is just to have less than an 
equal share of it. (Coady 2017, p. 65) 

 

Hermeneutical injustice is also addressed by José Medina (2017, p. 42) who stresses that this kind 
of injustice occurs when subjects are not simply mistreated as intelligible communicators but also pre-
vented from developing and exercising a distinctive ‘voice’, that is, prevented from participating in 
meaning-making and meaning-sharing practices. In this sense, Medina adds an active component to 
the epistemic capability (although he does not use this term), illustrating that is not only an issue of 
giving interpretive materials but also of having the possibility of participation in epistemic practices 
(Boni and Velasco 2019). Both the characteristics of epistemic capability and these different interpreta-
tions of hermeneutical injustice are useful in analysing our case study.  

2.3. Capability lists in higher education settings 
In the capability approach, there is a debate about whether to list capabilities (see Robyens 2017). 

A central aspect of this debate is focused on the importance of aligning the construction of the list with 
the central assumptions of the capability approach: the centrality of agency, choice, and freedom, 
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underpinned by a commitment to participation and public dialogue (Robeyns 2017). Sen argues that it 
is preferable to avoid predetermined lists of capabilities and allow those affected by a list to identify 
their own capabilities based on participatory and deliberative processes (1999, 2006, and 2009). On the 
other hand, Nussbaum (2000) argues that a list of capabilities is essential to avoid problems of omission. 
This could happen when groups overlook a capability that might be important to them (not least under 
conditions of hermeneutic marginalisation) and, therefore, having a list from which to start may be 
useful. To this end, in this section, we present two capability lists that have been influential in the capa-
bilities list construction for UI.  

Following Nussbaum’s perspective, Walker (2006) developed an ideal-theoretical list of eight central 
capabilities for higher education contexts: 1) practical reason; 2) educational resilience; 3) knowledge 
and imagination; 4) learning disposition; 5) social relations and social networks; 6) respect, dignity, and 
recognition; 7) emotional integrity; and 8) bodily integrity. The list was produced after reviewing six 
existing education-related capabilities lists, as well as her empirical work and her experience working in 
higher education contexts. She provides three overarching reasons to justify the utility of her list. First, 
a targeted list is needed to focus the capability approach on the specificities of higher education. Sec-
ond, this level of specificity provides the basis for arguing for educational practices that explicitly seek 
to foster capabilities and equality. Lastly, the formulation of a list could be useful to test the usefulness 
and possible applications of the capability approach in a higher education context.  

Table 1: Key elements of Walker’s list (2006) 

Practical reason: Making well-reasoned, informed, critical, independent, intellectually acute, 
socially responsible, and reflective choices; constructing a personal life project in an uncertain world, 
good judgment 

Educational resilience: Navigating study, work, and life; negotiating risk; persevering academ-
ically; responding to educational opportunities and adaptive constraints; becoming self-reliant; hav-
ing aspirations and hopes for a good future 

Knowledge and imagination: Disciplinary and public knowledge, critical thinking and imagi-
nation to comprehend the perspectives of multiple others and to form impartial judgments and debate 
complex issues. Awareness of ethical debates and moral issues 

Learning disposition: Having curiosity and a desire for learning. Having confidence in one’s 
ability to learn. Being an active inquirer 

Social relations and social networks: Being able to participate in a group for learning, working 
with others to solve problems or tasks, collaborative and participatory learning. Being able to form 
good networks of friendships and belonging for learning support and leisure. Mutual trust 

Respect, dignity and recognition: Respect for oneself and for others, as well as receiving re-
spect from others; being treated with dignity; not being diminished or devalued; showing empathy, 
compassion, and listening to and considering others’ points of view in dialogue and debate. Being 
able to act inclusively and respond to human need. Having competence in intercultural communica-
tion. Having a voice to participate effectively in learning; a voice to speak out, to debate, to persuade; 
to be able to listen 

Emotional integrity: Not being subject to anxiety or fear that diminishes learning. Being able 
to develop emotions for imaginations, understanding empathy, awareness and discernment 

Bodily integrity: Safety and freedom from all forms of physical and verbal harassment in the 
higher education environment 

 
Another ideal-theoretical list of six capabilities that is especially relevant for our case because it is 

formulated by a Latin-American author, is the one proposed by Maria del Consuelo Chapela (2004). Her 
list was based on her own understanding of how a universal and utopian university might be. Chapela 
argues that a universal and, therefore, inclusive university has two dimensions: an objective one that is 
material, practical and technical; and a subjective one that is social, symbolic, and historical. The blend 
between these two dimensions gives the base for the list of six capabilities: 1) erotic capability, 2) sapiens 
capability, 3) ludens capability, 4) economic capability, 5) political capability, and 6) faber capability. 

Table 2: The capabilities of Chapela (2004) list   



 

17 
 

Erotic capability, of passion, of anger, of tasting, of dreaming, of annoyance and pleas-
ure 

Ludens capability, to create, to dream, to imagine, to do the infinite, the impossible, 
the scripts, scenarios and rules. 

Economic capability, to identify the limits and possibilities in finite material, technical 
and practical contexts 

Political capability, to evaluate, to build alternatives, to develop projects, to choose 
and decide 

Faber capability, to act with intention, to conduct projects to modify the objective and 
subjective worlds through objective practice in the material world, to inscribe subjectivity 
in the objective world 

 
Walker and Chapela’s lists were highly relevant to guide the first draft of the UI capabilities list, 

giving the researcher’s group a general perspective and a university perspective of the things that make 
life valuable to live. 

2.4. The Universidad de Ibagué 
 
UI is a medium-sized private university, according to Colombian standards, with around 5600 stu-

dents and 330 teachers, founded in 1980 by a group of businessmen and civic leaders from the Depart-
ment of Tolima1. UI’s mission defines its aim as providing comprehensive training for leaders and en-
trepreneurs - solid scientific and professional training, deep-rooted ethical and moral principles, and 
being committed to social, cultural, and economic regional development. The characteristics of the re-
gion where it is located are especially relevant to understanding the mission of the university. 

Tolima department has suffered from levels of high violence produced by the armed conflict be-
tween the state, civilians, and illegally armed groups. Conflict has negatively impacted the development 
of the territory, putting Tolima in fourteenth place among 33 departments in competitiveness; and in 
eighteenth place in the tertiary education category, which includes coverage, quality and rate of em-
ployment after graduation (CPC&UR 2019). Moreover, Colombia has had different stages of civil war 
during the second half of the twentieth century. First, civil war occurred through the 1960s as a dispute 
between the two traditional political parties. After a period of truce, in the 1980s, guerrillas emerged to 
fight for social rights, becoming economic organisations pursuing illegal businesses. During the 1990s 
there was a period of organised criminal business based on drug trafficking that permeated the state 
structure. In 2016, a peace agreement between the Colombian government and the Colombian Revo-
lutionary Armed Forces was signed, leading to a disarmament process in 2017. The signing of this peace 
agreement has given rise to a crucial moment in the country's development. In this new post-agreement 
scenario, words such as truth, justice, reparation, non-repetition, forgiveness, and reconciliation signal 
the possibility of political and moral pathways to conflict resolution.  

In this particular context, UI has, since its foundation in 1980, assumed a commitment to regional 
development based on the enhancement of social wellbeing. UI has taken an active role to build sus-
tainable peace processes by bringing together students with communities to enhance human develop-
ment capabilities:  

The Institution was created by a group of businessmen and civic leaders of Tolima with the support of 
the Corporation for Human Development of Tolima and the Association for the Development of To-
lima, in order to contribute to human, cultural, economic, political and social development of the re-
gion, and to offer alternatives for higher education programs different from those offered until then 
in the region. (Universidad de Ibagué 2018, p. i) 

 

 
1 Colombia is politically divided into departments. 
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The University was founded within an institutional framework aimed at bringing progress, making 
the region prosperous with a focus on social welfare, and creating a place for students to thrive within 
their personal and professional projection - a place worth staying. From its foundation, the notion and 
meaning of region was considered a long-term collective project of a situated community. In this sense, 
the region is perceived as something unfinished, as something that is continuously being built. This 
university ethos strengthens and gives coherence to development based on the wellbeing of people in 
the territory. The highest government authority is the Founders’ Board, followed by the Superior Board2. 
Both boards have preserved the founders’ legacy and have supported a strong path-dependency to-
wards regional human development. 

2.5. Building a capabilities list for UI  
Aligned with the university ethos and the aim of giving coherence and directionality to the next 

decades of the UI trajectory, there is a project to build an institutional policy in a bottom-up approach 
based on the capabilities approach. In this approach, a contextual capabilities list can give stronger 
direction to university policies, practices, and projects. Moreover, a list directed towards the expansion 
of real opportunities valued by the university community is highly relevant for the Tolima region and is 
aligned with the UI vision. It was essential to assure a high degree of ownership of the list, so the list 
was built following a participatory process that involved representatives of faculty members, students, 
administrative staff, service staff, directors, alumni, enterprises, and social organisations that work with 
UI. The proposal for the capabilities list construction came from the University Provost, who thought 
about and designed the process jointly with an international professor with expertise on the capabilities 
approach (the authors of this chapter). The support from a university authority was crucial to carry out 
the whole process. 

The methodology to build the capabilities list followed the principles described in Robeyns (2003). 
As we will present later, the explicit list has been discussed and defended. Its methodology has been 
clarified and debated through phases 1 and 2. Its content is very contextual since it comes from the 
considerations of the entire university community. The list went through different phases in its prepa-
ration, always respecting its contextual nature and its alignment with the key values of UI. Finally, the 
list includes all the elements that the university community has reason to value. Each element is different, 
although there are relationships between them.  

The other key inspiration in building the list has been the Institute of Development Studies who 
have developed policy-building dimensions (IDS 2006). These include the consideration of: 1) the 
knowledge and discourse of participants and stakeholders, their narratives, and framings of reality and 
expectations; 2) the identification of actors and networks involved in the action context; and 3) the 
underlying power dynamics that configure the veiled and unveiled politics and interests of the policy 
process (Figure 1). This process was accompanied by an intentional vision for UI inspired by human 
development and a thorough process of identification of skills, incentives, resources, and action plans 
needed to produce real changes at UI (Knoster et al. 2000). 

 
2 The Founders’ Board is the highest authority of the university. The members are elected by the current members by simple majority. The 

Founders’ Board elects the members of the Superior Board and the University President. 
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Figure 1: Policy dimensions based on IDS (2006) 

 

A three-stage process was planned, as shown in Figure 2. 
 

Figure 2: Capabilities list-building methodology  

 

The capabilities list process was led by the UI Provost, with the support of a group of five researchers 
from the University Institute Pensad, which focuses on systemic thinking and complexity. Through the 
whole process, the support and advice from the international professor was fundamental. The designer 
group has been the most instrumental group in the process, constructing the capabilities list and ex-
panding their epistemic capability. They designed the methodology, facilitated the workshops, and were 
part of the data analysis. Table 2 describes the core actors to carry out the methodology. 

Table 3: Lead actors of the participatory process 

Pensad UI Institute–De-
signer group 

Five researchers trained in systemic thinking, complexity, and the capabil-
ity approach. Their role was focused on the workshops’ design, implemen-
tation, data gathering, and data analysis. 

Provost Project leader and sponsor. Participation in the workshop design, some 
workshop implementation, and data analysis. 

International Researcher Professor, expert on the human development capability approach. Partici-
pation in data analysis and conducting interviews.  

Sociologist  Support in data analysis and capabilities final draft. 
Research assistant Support at every research stage. 
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2.5.1. First phase (May–October 2019) 
 
The horizon phase objective was to build an initial consensual capabilities list by gathering the nar-

ratives and views of what is or should be valued by UI, taking into account the university identity. Nine 
workshops, designed and facilitated by the Institute Pensad, were carried out with internal university 
members differentiated by groups (faculty, students, administrative and service staff, executive leader-
ship, students’ welfare) and external partners that work with the university (enterprise and social organ-
isation representatives). There were 127 participants – 64 women and 63 men. Additionally, 13 interviews 
were conducted with regional organisations and the University Rector. The workshops were designed 
by the Pensad Institute to be interactive and to trigger deep reflections about what is valuable individ-
ually and collectively. 

The workshops had four central stations and three main sessions to identify the participants’ lived 
experiences with UI. The first session was focused on bringing out valuable personal experiences with 
UI through a practical exercise of visualisation and breathing using mindfulness techniques. Subse-
quently, the participants individually, anonymously, and confidentially briefly identified those memories. 
The second session focused on a journey through four stations aimed at exploring meaningful and 
valuable elements that constitute UI identity at the personal and collective levels. The stations are de-
scribed in Table 3 below. 

Table 4: Stations of the first stage 

Station Description Picture 
Collage Large collage with pictures from different places in 

Tolima showing landscapes, cultural settings, popu-
lation in context, etc. Participants were asked to 
look at the collage and then in groups write how the 
university can contribute to regional development 
and vice versa.  

 
Butterfly Large butterfly image to reflect on what it means to 

be an integral trainer. Participants had to think of an 
example of what they consider an integral trainer by 
setting up a list of characteristics.  

 
Press Headline Press headline saying “Higher education crisis in 

Colombia.” The content says it is 2029 and there 
are only five universities still in service, one of 
them the UI. Through a role play, in which the 
group is the Superior Board, participants have to 
determine what aspects they would maintain and 
also which ones they would change in order for UI 
to survive. 

 

 
Silhouette In a silhouette, participants with different colour 

post-its identified values, knowledge, practices, and 
emotions of an autonomous and humanist leader of 
UI.  
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The third session was the workshop closure, in which participants reflected collectively on the expe-
rience. It was also the moment when the whole capabilities list process was described to the participants. 
It was announced that a second workshop with a mixture of participants from different areas would 
follow this stage, and its purpose would be to share with them a UI capabilities list produced as a result 
of the workshops and also a list of enabling and disabling factors to expand UI capabilities. 

In addition to the workshops, interviews were conducted with thirteen representatives from social 
organisations that work with UI and also the University Rector. The questions focused on what is valua-
ble in terms of the contribution of UI to the region and to their organisations as well as the obstacles in 
the relationship. 

The data analysis was carried out by defining information categories gathered during the workshops 
and interviews from the participants’ narratives. Results were analysed in terms of capabilities identifi-
cation and enablers and disablers to expand the capabilities. By finding similarities in the results, the 
group defined four capabilities categories: training, territory, university community, and enterprise. 

The result of the first stage was a list of eight capabilities: two in the training, two in the territory, 
two in university community, and one for enterprise. Enablers and disablers for these capabilities were 
also identified. 

2.5.2. Second phase (November–December 2019) 
The objective of this stage was the validation of the capabilities list; identification of enablers and 

disablers for specific pathways to expand the capabilities; and the possible interconnectedness between 
the capabilities, thinking of them as a system. The base group was maintained, so the Pensad Institute 
led the design and facilitation of the workshops. For this stage, six workshops with mixed participants 
(admin staff, students, faculty members, directors, and enterprise and social leaders) were developed. 
There were 62 participants, 35 women and 27 men. The workshops were developed as four sessions. 

The first session recalled the participatory process of the first capabilities list stage, and the objective 
and meaning of the project. It also announced for the third stage an open call to fund projects aiming 
to expand at least one of the capabilities defined by the UI community. The second session had the 
format of a ‘Capabilities Gallery’. By reproducing an art gallery, the eight capabilities were exposed in 
an enlarged size relating them to an image that illustrated the purpose of each capability. Participants 
observed and experienced each capability and selected two affinities with which they felt most con-
nected. Then, they recorded answers regarding the way they live and feel about the capabilities selected 
and the way these capabilities can empower and can be enhanced in the university community. 

 
Figure 3: Pictures 1 and 2 (Images of the Capabilities Gallery)  

 

During the third moment, participants, divided by groups, proposed interrelationships between the 
capabilities in a systemic view, defined the system’s purpose, and identified enabling and disabling fac-
tors affecting the whole system. For this section, the facilitators used cards that reproduced, in a smaller 
size, the art gallery images and capabilities definition as well as ‘joker’ cards in case the group would 
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like to suggest a new capability. Groups could also reject one or more capabilities for the system. Groups 
also had a wool hank, scissors, duct tape, and paper to represent the system (Pictures 7, 8 and 9).  

Figure 4: Pictures 3, 4 and 5 (Capabilities systems representation made by three different groups) 

   

Once the system was designed, the facilitators gave the participants cards with enabling and disa-
bling factors and joker cards to propose further factors. Then, participants placed the factors in the 
system to complete the whole set 

 
Figure5: Pictures 6, 7 and 8 (Capabilities systems with enabling and disabling factors made by three different groups) 

 

   

The third session closed by providing a feedback forum so participants could raise their doubts, 
criticisms, and questions about the project and provide suggestions about the methodology and the 
objective of the capabilities list. The whole process was designed to empower and give voice to different 
groups from the university, so the community itself felt that the policy-making process and the future 
is in their own hands. 

The fourth session consisted of the groups’ systems presentations. They explained the system’s pur-
pose, demonstrated connections between capabilities and presented new capabilities (if applicable) as 
well as the effect of the enabling and disabling factors in the system (with new factors if applicable). 
After the presentations, facilitators addressed the group with two questions: Which of these human 
capabilities would your area or unit promote and enhance? How can the designed system help define 
the action routes that are realised through projects? 

The second stage finished with a validated list of capabilities (presented in Table 5) and a list of 
enablers and disablers for expanding these capabilities.  

Table 5: Capability list 
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Category Capability Definition 
Training Training of persons and 

citizens 
A university community capable of training people, pro-
fessionals, and citizens with critical thinking, ethical 
principles, and sensitivity regarding social differences 
and needs. 

Integral leadership A university community capable of training people for 
reasoned and responsible decisions, in accordance with 
criteria of justice, fairness, and respect for differences 
(within the framework of empathic and affective com-
munication) that leads to the realisation of joint actions 
oriented to the common good. 

Territory Social construction of te-
rritory 

A university community that is capable, in association 
with the other social actors, of rebuilding and appropriat-
ing its territory collectively, through dialogue and mutual 
understanding, committing itself to nature, culture, and 
diversity of knowledge for connivance and peace. 

University that trans-
cends 

A university community capable of generating projects 
and actions aimed at the development of a fair and dem-
ocratic society that enhances reflection, exchange, and 
generation and appropriation of knowledge to respond to 
aspirations, challenges, and problems that affect the vari-
ous actors in the territory. 

University 
community 

Purposeful critical reflec-
tion 

A university community capable of reflecting and build-
ing critically on their being and daily work in the light of 
their identity, history, ethical stakes, bonds of trust, or-
ganisational forms, growth opportunities, and personal 
and collective aspirations. 

Care A community that is capable of ensuring conditions that 
allow the integral growth of the self and the other, 
through relationships that build trust and recognition 
among its members as well as of the environment in 
which they are immersed. 

  
Constructive interaction A university community capable of stimulating, allow-

ing, and promoting a dialogue that is well informed, 
clear, transparent, and respectful of freedom and differ-
ences of opinion. It is oriented, on the one hand, to 
strengthen the social interaction between the members of 
the community, so that they develop the personal power 
to choose and act in situations of social and political en-
vironment. On the other hand, it favours participation, a 
good working environment, and individual and collec-
tive integral human development. 

Enterprise Weave nets A university community capable of fostering intercon-
nections with companies, communities, and students to 
develop innovative projects that respond to territorial 
needs, build trust, and take care of the common good, to 
make possible a truly local development with a global 
perspective. 

 
And this is the final list (Table 6) of enabling and disabling factors identified by the UI community 

and external partners. 

Table 6: List of conversion factors 

Enabling factors Disabling factors 
Effective planning 
General wellbeing 

Academic programmes that do not respond to so-
ciety’s needs 
Lack of regional advocacy 
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Supporting programmes for the university com-
munity 
Students’ retainment unit 
Efficiency and quality culture 
Autonomy and resilience  
Teamwork 
Link between the founders and boards with the 
university community 
Collaborators, facilitators, citizens beyond leaders 
Good communication channels 
National and international networks 
Self-evaluation processes 
Relationship with the context 
Curriculum updating processes 
Trust 

Lack of evaluation processes 
Power relationships 
Lack of recognition of the university capabilities 
by the founders and Board of Directors 
Ambivalent notion of leadership 
Non-effective communication processes and 
channels 
Mediocrity  
Financial resources 
Weak linkage with the political and business sec-
tors 
Lack of trust from the business sector to the aca-
demic sector 

 
These enabling and disabling factors were identified in order to enhance the capabilities list and the 

systems configured by the participants. Therefore, they do not reflect a lack or presence of all of the 
factors at UI but rather an overall view of the suggested presence of capabilities. 

2.5.3. Third phase (January 2020–ongoing process) 
The aim of this phase is to enhance the capability list in each academic and administrative organi-

sation unit. It is a long-term, challenging process. It will start with an official statement on the aim of a 
university policy based on the capability list that represents what is valuable for the UI community. As a 
first step, in order to get participatory and concrete initiatives and projects to expand these capabilities 
in different contexts, the whole university community will be invited to participate in an open call to 
support their proposals. The challenge for UI is to promote concrete actions that make the list dynamic 
and useful for the shared aspirational university.  

2.6. Epistemic capabilities and epistemic (in)justice  
 
The participatory process for the construction of the capabilities list allowed different pedagogical 

encounters (Walker 2019), expanding the epistemic capability of the participants in the different mo-
ments of the process.  

For the representatives in the two phases of the list construction, the epistemic capability was ex-
panded individually and in groups. Individually, in phase 1, when the participants evoked their experi-
ences, moments, situations, and people that have been pleasant, valuable, and/or significant on their 
path at UI, they reflected on valuable achievements and the freedom to enjoy them. Collectively, in the 
four-station journey, they argued about how the university could contribute to the region and/or vice 
versa; the characteristics of a person they consider as a comprehensive trainer; the aspects of the uni-
versity they would either retain or remove; and the values, knowledge, practices, and emotions that 
describe a humanist and autonomous leader. In the second phase, the epistemic capability was also 
enhanced when participants experienced the Capabilities Gallery. When each person observed, experi-
enced, and reflected on the capabilities presented, he or she assessed the validity and representation 
of what is valuable for UI, both at the personal level, and as a group during the creation of a capability 
system, with the identification of the enabling and disabling factors for the expansion of the capabilities. 

In both the first and second phases, the epistemic capability was expanded through informational 
and interpretive materials. It is difficult to differentiate whether a material has been more informative or 
more interpretative. We believe that there is a direct relationship between the two since, by discussing 
information about the ideal leader, integral trainer, or contribution by UI, participants, both individually 
and collectively, generated an interpretation of what is and should be valued by UI.  
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The experience of the 13 people interviewed was different. They provided their vision on central 
issues for the development of the list of capabilities. In this sense, we can say that they expanded their 
epistemic capability when they critically presented their observations, arguments, and interpretations 
about UI. However, there was not a group interaction to collectively elaborate on an interpretation of 
the purpose of UI. In this sense, we can say that both techniques proved adequate for collecting details 
about the list. However, for expanding epistemic capability, participatory methodologies are better not 
only for generating informative materials but also interpretive materials (Boni and Frediani 2020). 

The designer group, as mentioned before, had a main role in the data analysis of each one of the 
phases. The group collectively generated informational and interpretive materials - informational by 
organising and generating information categories, and interpretive by analysing and presenting a ca-
pabilities list that captured what the members and external allies of UI value. This constitutes the most 
relevant functioning of the epistemic capability. In addition, as it was dependent on the participants in 
the workshops, the epistemic capability that has given rise to the interpretive materials was developed 
in groups, which discussed and agreed on the capabilities and their definition. 

Regarding epistemic injustices, we can say that the participatory method chosen allowed groups 
traditionally excluded from decision-making power in the University to have a voice in this process. 
Students, support staff, social organisations, and entrepreneurs are rarely called to participate in pro-
cesses to define an institution’s aspirational vision. In this sense, in tune with Coady (2017), the partici-
patory process allowed a greater distribution of epistemic capability by recognising the voices of the 
traditionally excluded (Medina 2017).  

Some might object to the power of the designer group to manage the process and create the list. 
While the group was powerful, there were three nuances. First, there was a concerted effort to not leave 
any important idea out (the principle of exhaustion and non-reduction). Likewise, the list was presented 
and discussed among all the participants in the second phase workshops. In that way, the information 
was discussed and triangulated exhaustively. The second consideration is the heterogeneity of the de-
signer group. Its members, with the exception of the provost and one of the most senior professors at 
the university, were not representative of the most powerful university groups. In particular, the pres-
ence of two external advisors to the university allowed the incorporation of a wide variety of visions 
from diverse participants. The third consideration refers to the fact that the epistemic capability is not 
only reflected in the content of the list but also in the production of informational and interpretive 
materials. In this sense, all the participants could exercise epistemic capability even if their influence on 
the content of the list was lower. Nevertheless, no matter how a project is designed, all participatory 
processes are always permeated by power relationships that influence the degree of participation (Fre-
diani et al. 2019). 

The following table summarises the involvement of participants according to the type of epistemic 
functioning (kind of materials produced) and the hermeneutical power that the different groups in-
volved have had throughout the process. We have characterised the type of power by the degree of 
expansion of epistemic capability and influence on the content of the final list. In this sense, we have 
differentiated between the people who participated in the two workshops, those who were only in the 
first workshop, the people interviewed, and the designer group. These characterisations are our subjec-
tive interpretations as participants in the designer group. 

Table 6: Epistemic capability and hermeneutical power of the UI process 

Participants  Informa-
tional ma-
terials 

Interpre-
tive ma-
terials 

Indivi-
dual 

Collective Degree of her-
meneutical po-
wer 

Workshop 1-2 X X X X XX 
Workshop 1 X X X X XX 
Interviewees X  X  X 
Designer 
group 

X X X X XXXX 
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2.7. Other expanded capabilities and conversion factors  
At the beginning of this chapter, we suggested that education can be a capability multiplier. In this 

case, we have verified that pedagogical encounters produced by the list creation process can expand 
epistemic capability. Moreover, as epistemic capability was expanded, so were other qualities. Following 
Walker’s (2006) proposal presented in the third section, we can say that the groups involved in the 
process also expanded: (1) practical reason, knowledge, and imagination; (2) social relationships and 
social networks; and (3) respect, dignity, and recognition capabilities. However, not all capabilities ex-
panded in the same way for each group. Those interviewed expanded their practical reason, knowledge, 
and imagination since they provided their knowledge, which was informed by a reflective choice. For 
them, the capabilities of a relational nature (social relationships and respect) were not expanded. Par-
ticipants that were only in the first workshop expanded the other capabilities but to a lesser extent than 
the participants of the two workshops. The heterogeneous composition of the second workshop al-
lowed a greater expansion of the capabilities of respect, dignity, and recognition. Finally, the designer 
group had the greatest capability expansion, due to their interactions and participation in all the differ-
ent portions of the process. Again, as we proposed in the previous section, the greater the participation 
in the different pedagogical encounters, the greater the expansion of capabilities. 

Finally, we analysed the conversion factors that allowed the expansion of the epistemic and other 
capabilities. Regarding personal conversion factors such as gender and age, we did not observe any 
barriers. That was not the case for the different university groups. The participation of active students 
and representatives of social organisations that have a relationship with UI was lower. In both cases, 
there was not any intentional exclusion; for the students, it is related to academic obligations and a lack 
of motivation to participate in institutional projects, as we confirmed afterwards. To encourage wider 
participation from students, the designer group conducted interviews and extra workshops to guarantee 
their voices were represented. In the case of representatives of social organisations, the fact that many 
of the social organisations are not located in the city of Ibagué but throughout the region was a limita-
tion for their participation in the workshops. For this reason, we decided to conduct in-person interviews 
with them.  

The social conversion factors were very important in this process. As described in the fourth section, 
the ethos of this University, characterised by a commitment to the region and an understanding of 
higher education from a humanistic viewpoint, made it possible to propose and execute such a process. 
Another key issue was the strong support of the university executive leadership that led the process 
from the outset and gave it legitimacy.  

One potentially hindering social conversion factor, not only for the list of capabilities but of the 
influence that this list may have on future university policy, is the conception of the higher authorities 
on how to manage the university. There is no doubt that this participatory process is novel in a university 
context for both the South and the global North. Innovation has its risks, especially in conservative 
regional contexts such as the Tolima department (Velasco and Boni 2019). Although this does not in-
validate the process itself, since it has already expanded different capabilities, it could certainly be a 
limitation for a greater impact of the list’s dimensions.  

2.8. Conclusion 
Higher education should expand capabilities and promote values related to sustainable develop-

ment (Boni and Gasper 2012; Boni and Walker 2016). The UI capability list shows the potential of higher 
education institutions to facilitate social justice and community outreach. It is an example of an expan-
sion of epistemic capabilities among different participants, most of whom rarely have the opportunity 
to be part of epistemic practices like these in higher education. This is an example of how to challenge 
hermeneutical injustice and give the opportunity to practice real cognitive justice. It is also a good 
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example of the multiplier effect of an educational environment; the participatory process expanded 
other capabilities such as practical reason, knowledge, social networks, and respect and recognition. 
Perhaps most significantly, it is an example of a way to produce contextual and situational knowledge 
that takes into account the huge challenges that a particular Colombian region is facing. The content of 
the list itself shows a human-centred institution based on human development values that positively 
transforms society with the training of highly qualified and ethical citizens and that co-produces solu-
tions to social problems. This is part of the obligation of every university, by virtue of its very existence, 
to the social contract.  
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3  Developing transformative innovation through policy 
experimentation in two Colombian Universities 

 

 
Keywords: Experimentation, University, transformative innovation, Colombia, Unaula, University of 

Ibagué 
Abstract: 
This chapter presents two experiences of university policy design following experimental processes 

in the vein of transformative innovation principles. They have been developed at the Universidad 
Autónoma Latinoamericana in Antioquia and the Universidad de Ibagué in Tolima, both in Colombia. 
The two experiments have a specific directionality aligned with social and environmental purposes. They 
have been developed following inclusive and participatory processes that consider voices usually ex-
cluded in formulating university policies. These processes were inspired by human development, learn-
ing approaches, and reflexivity among the participants, whose aim was to mobilise different types of 
knowledge: experiential, expert and non-expert, theoretical and practical. The history of both institutions 
and the participants' aspirations and needs are contextual and highly relevant. The two vice-chancellors' 
political support was fundamental to providing legitimacy to the process and to creating the necessary 
protected space to carry out the two experiments. The systemic scope of both initiatives remains to be 
seen. However, the cases demonstrate different university policy design and governance approaches 
that can be replicated in other contexts and institutions. The experimentation these two policies propose 
and carry out enables openings in the socio-technical regime that defines the most hegemonic Univer-
sity. 

3.1. Introduction. Re-thinking innovation. 
Innovation, in a general sense, can be understood as the ability of people and organisations to 

develop a new or significantly improved product (good or service), process or method to achieve a 
desired effect (material or social) that responds to an opportunity creatively and that is used and ap-
propriated by a massive group of users (Freeman, 1995; Tidd, Bessant and Pavitt, 2005). This innovative 
activity's consequences (intentional or not) can trigger incremental or radical changes or transfor-
mations in social life (Smith, 2017). However, the dominant view and practice of innovation have been 
based on the private sector activity that governments and universities support. The goal is to make 
economies more productive by creating knowledge, subsequent business applications, and societal dis-
semination (Temple, 2010). 

Innovation has predominantly been studied from an economic perspective. Schumpeter (1934) de-
fines it as a new production function that covers new commodities decisive in nations' success. Innova-
tion has also been understood as the result of conducting basic and applied research to produce solu-
tions that can be introduced to large-scale markets (Bush, 1945). This vision of innovation is based on a 
linear perspective that the innovation systems approach problematises. According to the innovation 
systems framework, the emphasis must be mainly placed on the optimal interactions of policy, business, 

Based on this publication: 
Velasco, D., Boni, A., & Chalela, S. (2021). Developing Transformative Innovation Through Pol-
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academic actors and supporting infrastructures to produce economic effects that are always perceived 
as positive for thriving countries' development (Edquist, 1997; Freeman, 2002). Finally, and in response 
to the limitations of the two previous approaches, an understanding of innovation from a transformative 
perspective is introduced. The objective is no longer economic growth but to face the current social and 
environmental challenges both Global North and South face (Schot and Steinmueller, 2018). Likewise, 
interactions between policy, business and academic actors are not enough; citizens, communities, and 
civil society organisations must be centrally incorporated. The innovations arise from the response to 
profound social problems and under a comprehensive sustainability scheme (Pearce, Barbier and Mar-
kandya, 2000), interacting with non-hegemonic groups, which, together with traditional actors, allow 
changes in prevailing socio-technical systems3. Like in the innovation systems approach, acknowledging 
and understanding the norms, values, and rules of the game are paramount. However, in the transform-
ative innovation framework, the role of active social groups, as opposed to the view of users as recipients 
of innovation, that seek for alternatives to solve their needs, is a central element for the innovation 
policy design, as is highlighted by (Boni, Belda-Miquel and Pellicer- Sifres, 2018; Pellicer-Sifres et al., 
2016). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), approved by the United Nations in 2015, illustrate 
the magnitude of challenges such as mitigating climate change, overcoming poverty and inequalities, 
access to quality education, among others. Failing to reach these goals has a significant affectation on 
the most vulnerable populations, which now more than ever need innovative solutions pathways (Schot 
and Kanger, 2018). 

This view of innovation is aligned with human development, where people instead of economics are 
at the centre. The measure of success is providing means for people to have feasible access to those 
things they value to have a better life (Alkire y Denehulin, 2009). The human development framework 
has been developed and expanded through the Human Development Reports4 produced by the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP). Although the conceptual framework of human development 
has evolved over the years, it has at least five central elements (Boni and Gasper, 2012): 1) a plurality of 
values such as empowerment and participation, equality, and sustainability; 2) capabilities understood 
as the substantive freedoms or real opportunities to have the kind of life that people value, and func-
tionings understood as the activities people do to expand their capabilities (Sen, 1999); 3) agency, as 
the ability of people to achieve the objectives they value, it implies power and control not only at the 
individual but also at the collective level; 4) the multi-dimensionality of well-being beyond economic 
income, including the sources, means and environmental conditions needed for people to expand their 
capabilities; and 5) democracy and public debate, to have political freedom and democratic political 
systems. 

Looking at innovation from this point of view also implies re-thinking the role of the University. 
Suppose innovation policies and practices are oriented towards objectives where the predominant logic 
is not increasing economic growth. In that case, we must ask ourselves questions such as: What profes-
sionals do we need? What kind of research should we carry out? What types of actors should be included 
in the University dialogue? What social impact can we produce in the face of local and global challenges? 

In this chapter, we respond to these questions, paying particular attention to two regional university 
initiatives: the definition of a university policy at the Universidad de Ibagué in Tolima Colombia and the 
re-significance of the research policy of the Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana in Medellín, Co-
lombia. The second section details the characteristics of transformative innovation following Schot and 
Steinmueller (2018) and Schot, Boni, Ramírez and Steward (2018). In the third and fourth sections, we 
present and analyse the two case studies, considering what transformative innovation suggests. The 
fifth section approaches the discussion, and the sixth section concludes.  

 
3 The socio-technical systems are understood as those links and functions in the relations of production, diffusion and use of technology, 

which are configured to respond to social needs and challenges, such as energy, water, food production, etc. (Geels, 2004). 

4 The reports can be found in http://www.hdr.undp.org/ 
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3.2.  Transformative innovation 
As we pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, the development of STI policy is essential to 

address social and environmental challenges. For this reason, a relevant question arises: Is the current 
STI policy fit for purpose? In recent decades, the interest of policymakers and the business sector has 
focused mainly on the use of knowledge as an engine for economic growth and innovation to increase 
competitiveness and job creation. Adverse effects of innovation are not considered, as far as there is a 
positive economic effect. 

The Transformative Innovation Policy framework (TIP) implies a direction towards solving social and 
environmental challenges, expanding the STI policy scope and purpose towards alternatives such as 
green growth, eco-innovation, social innovation and inclusive innovation (Schot et al., 2018). The causal 
relationship is altered, giving prevalence to development based on social well-being, participation and 
empowerment of social groups, and equity for social justice (Boni & Gasper, 2012). Therefore, different 
approaches to measuring "success" other than GDP growth (such as the UN Human Development Index 
or the OECD Well-being Index) are highly needed. This vision of innovation has unique characteristics 
that differentiate it from previous frameworks, briefly discussed below. 

 

3.2.1.  Socio-technical system change 
The United Nations Agenda to 'transform our world' can be interpreted as a call for a new type of 

innovation. The OECD (2015) also calls for a systemic view of world challenges. Innovation goes beyond 
the use of technologies and science; it requires changes in the different dimensions of the socio-tech-
nical systems that include changes in users' preferences, knowledge creation expressed in science and 
technology, skills and capacities absorption, infrastructure, policy, industrial structure, and cultural sig-
nificance. 

The economy has many socio-technical systems that fulfil essential social functions in areas such as 
energy, food, health, mobility and communication. Policy for transformative innovation aims to produce 
transitions in socio-technical systems towards a more sustainable direction.  

 

3.2.2. Directionality is the starting point 
The transformative change framework proposes including different perspectives and broad partici-

pation of diverse actors to envisage the consequences of innovation ex-ante, opening up pathways 
towards collective priorities. Such a process implies creating visions of sustainable and desirable sce-
narios for the different socio-technical systems that connect with concrete trajectories and technical 
options. Being open and fostering radical new alternatives, often not perceived as feasible or desirable, 
is a critical aspect of the TIP. The change pathways provide contextual technological solutions in tune 
with social choices and environmental benefits. As a policy principle, directionality opens the space to 
assess multiple scenarios aligned with human development values and environmental preservation. For 
this reason, the directionality of transformative innovation is aligned with the SDGs insofar as they rep-
resent a global agenda with local commitments.  

3.2.3.  Experimentation and development of alternative practices as a way of innovation 
Finding new directions requires experimentation. Change implies processes based on experience 

and second-order learning (also called double-loop learning or deep learning). Socio-technical systems 
are driven by rule-sets composed of behavioural instructions, cognitive beliefs, norms and values (Geels 
2002, Geels and Schot 2007, Schot and Steinmueller 2018). Thus, second-order learning goes beyond 
understanding and realising one's assumptions; it implies changes in people's mental and cognitive 
frameworks, producing changes in behaviour.  

Given that the direction towards alternative and sustainable practices implies dealing with uncer-
tainty and complexity, experimentation offers the possibility of exploring various sustainability pathways 



 

32 
 

that ultimately lead to systemic change. Within the framework of transformative innovation, this exper-
imentation is proposed through participatory processes with diverse actors, offering the possibility of 
agency for non-hegemonic players. As expressed by (Ramírez, 2020: 2): "The experiments in transform-
ative innovation are not intended to confirm an alternative already defined in advance, but rather to try 
different alternatives, produce prototypes and demonstrative solutions that can inform new paths and, 
above all, generate deep learning (or second-order learning), through a formative evaluation". These 
alternative practices start at the local and regional level and usually come from the local communities. 
At the same time, public policy plays an essential role in scaling up and accelerating local initiatives for 
transformative change. Intermediation between local alternatives, regulatory and institutional frame-
works, and industrial practices is often required. 

3.2.4.  Inclusion as a prerequisite for transformative change 
The inclusion of diverse voices and the agency of non-dominant actors, such as organised civil so-

ciety movements, is critical to the emergence of alternative practices. The experimentation process must 
be inclusive regarding participation and results and have a direction that leads to human and sustainable 
development. Inclusive does not only mean reporting on results. It implies that those involved have the 
power to exert influence on alternative solutions. Inclusive processes can lead to the incorporation of 
conflicting points of view that, instead of being avoided, are discussed and managed. The policy should 
create appropriate framework conditions for inclusive participation and supporting actors to navigate 
conflicts and build trust throughout the process. 

Table 1 summarises the main characteristics of this innovation framework: 
 

Change of socio-technical 
system 

Change in consumer practices and needs, skills and capabilities of all the 
actors involved, infrastructure, government, regulation, industrial struc-
ture and cultural significance. 

Directionality Creation of visions on sustainable futures connected to development tra-
jectories and technical options. Consideration of multiple directions, em-
bedded in a broader range of options that allow for a second-order learn-
ing and formative evaluation process. 

Experimentation Change that is based on experience and deep learning. Learning that 
transforms assumptions and action patterns ingrained in the dominant 
practices of the different socio-technical systems, such as energy genera-
tion, the use and disposal of water, the growth of cities, and consumption 
patterns, among others. 
Experiments can be embedded as alternative practices in niches that com-
pete with an unsustainable dominant practice. 
Governance is critical to the extent that new intermediations must be de-
signed between local initiatives, new regulatory and institutional frame-
works, and the alignment of different but complementary policies for the 
change of socio-technical systems. 

Inclusion Incorporate non-dominant actors and actors from diverse sectors, includ-
ing producers, civil society, users, and policymakers. The experimenta-
tion process must be inclusive in terms of participation and results. Inclu-
sion and experimentation imply the support of actors to navigate conflicts 
and build trust throughout the process. 

Table 1. Characteristics of transformative innovation. Note. Own elaboration based on Schot et al. (2018). 
 
The Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC) (Schot, Kivimaa & Torrens, 2019) has iden-

tified five modes of experimentation (or experimental engagements as defined in the text) by which 
public policy can drive transformative innovation. As its authors state, it is an open proposal that aims 
to be inspiring. It seeks to open the discussion on possibilities within public policy. Table 2 shows the 
five modes of experimental engagements we will return to later in the discussion. 
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Modes of 
Experi-
mental Pol-
icy Engage-
ment 

Mode 1: Policy De-
sign Experiments 

Mode 2: Pol-
icy Instru-
ment and 
Policy Pro-
cess Experi-
ments 

Mode 3: Crea-
ting Experi-
mental Spaces 

Mode 4: Sup-
porting, Con-
necting and 
Evaluating 
Societal Ex-
periments 

Mode 5: Ex-
perimental 
Governance 
Culture 

Role of ex-
perimenta-
tion in pol-
icy 

Assists in the 
formulation, 
calibration and 
justification 
of policy 
instruments 

Setting up 
of specific 
experimental 
policy 
interventions 
in the form 
of new policy 
instruments or 
policy pro-
cesses 
tried out 
temporally or 
in a 
small scale. 

Creates 
dedicated 
environments 
and 
a constituency 
for 
experimenta-
tion, 
where the nor-
mal 
conditions 
(e.g. regarding 
permits, taxa-
tion) 
are relaxed. 

Articulates 
existing 
experiments 
carried out by 
multiple ac-
tors, 
facilitates 
learning from 
and between 
experiments, 
and supports 
the 
development 
of 
networks. 

Creates flexi-
ble 
and proactive 
governance 
arrangements, 
including 
open-ended 
goals, allowing 
decentralised 
and experi-
mental 
interventions 
by 
multiple actors. 

Actors in-
volved 

Policymakers, 
and recipients 
of the policy 
treatment. 

Policymakers 
and 
policy ana-
lysts, 
stakeholders 
involved in 
the 
experiments. 

Lead users, 
entrepreneurs, 
technology 
advocates, 
designers, civil 
society actors, 
policymakers. 

Networks 
implicated in 
experiments, 
intermediaries 
and policy-
makers. 

As others, but 
with the aim 
of broadening 
participation to 
actors normally 
excluded from 
policy process. 

Approaches Randomised 
Control Trial, 
Behavioural 
Experiments. 

Experiment-
ing 
with new 
formats in 
established 
policy 
instruments/ 
processes 
(programmes, 
subsidies, 
regulation). 

Urban Living 
Labs, policy 
labs, walk-
shops, 
transition are-
nas. 

Intermediary 
organisations 
and platforms, 
workshops, 
online resour-
ces. 

Strategies 
and initiatives 
to promote 
experimental 
culture; re-
warding 
reflexivity and 
learning. 

Table 2. Modes of experimental engagements (Schot et al., 2019: 2) 

3.3. The institutional account for science, technology, and innovation of the Uni-
versidad Autónoma Latinoamericana 

3.3.1.  Context and characteristics of the Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana 
The Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana (Unaula) was established in 1966 by the university dis-

sidence inspired by the Cordoba Manifesto of 19185. In its fifty-three years of existence, Unaula has 
been recognised in the local context for its social commitment. 

 
5 According to (Arcila, 2011), the Córdoba Manifesto is rooted in the structural changes generated by the collapse of hegemonic 

eurocentric values (as a result of phenomena such as the First World War, the Russian Revolution, and the strengthening of the 
bourgeoisie on the continent). This antecedent promoted an educational reform that gave rise to university management mod-
els that focused on the training of professionals, in conditions of equality, with a stance and critical thinking regarding the 
socio-political reality. It sought the vindication of quality in education and allowed to set missionary objectives focused on the 
training of the working class and the students representation in the institutional governance. 
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People recognised locally for their direct work within the community, such us Héctor Abad Gómez, 
Jaime Gil Sánchez, and Gilberto Martínez Rave6, have given a particular ethos to Unaula. They committed 
their heritage to an academic cause devoted to popular assistance, allowing the entry to higher educa-
tion of nearly 10,000 students from the lowest socioeconomic strata (working-class and low-income 
people). At the time, this fact made Unaula recognised as the "University of the Poor" (Durango, 2008). 

Unaula maintains its foundational spirit by including institutional policies to support vulnerable local 
communities, defend human rights, keep an open professorship, and decentralise work in different pop-
ular neighbourhoods of the city. These actions have allowed the University to fully immerse in the ter-
ritory and be recognised as a popular end university (Jaramillo, 2016) with nearly 6,000 students and an 
academic offering of 27 undergraduate and graduate educational programs. 

Unaula has also invested significant efforts in generating scientific knowledge that aims at the social 
transformation of communities in the local and regional order. In this sense, its different academic de-
partments have created research groups and social projection units dedicated to the generation and 
transferring of new knowledge through divulgation strategies for public understanding, aside from the 
most traditional forms such as scientific publications, patents, consultancy, participation in national and 
international events, amongst other activities. 

An innovation unit for the Univesity was created in 2015 to consolidate the knowledge transfer 
processes derived from research results from a linear incremental innovation framework. The assump-
tion was that applying knowledge derived from research or technological development results in intro-
ducing a new product or service that creates economic revenue. However, this conceptual approach to 
innovation is distant from the foundational principles that underpin Unaula's organisational structure. 
Unaula is committed to contributing to the better coexistence of the human species and is aware that 
adequate education contributes to greater spiritual, material, cultural, and social well-being. In this 
sense, pluralism, co-government, autonomy and values such as eco-sensitivity, solidarity, equality and 
respect for difference have characterised the historical evolution of the institution. 

3.3.2. The construction of an institutional narrative 
In 2016, the University reformed its organisational structure, creating a Vice-Rectory for Research 

(Agreement 57 of 2016 - Superior Council). This change opened the possibility of reviewing the mean-
ing, orientation, and purpose of research at the University. The Vice-Chancellor started a process to 
identify organisational capabilities for research, with the support of external advisers on inter-institu-
tional relations and cooperation for development, in coherence with the institutional principles and 
values (examined in institutional documents such as the foundation act, university statutes, the strategic 
planning documents, physical master plan, among others) and semi-structured interviews with different 
institutional and non-institutional actors. 

 Additionally, 15 semi-structured interviews were conducted with the university leadership (3), deans 
(3), faculty members (4), employers' associations (2) and social organisations (3) (see figure 1). 

 
6 It is worth mentioning that most of them were persecuted or killed for their fierce defense and opposition to the constant and 

systematic violation of the human rights of people with limited resources who lived in Medellín, during the 1980s and 1990s. 
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Figure 1. Participative identification of organisational capabilities. 

 
Five organisational capabilities for the development of an institutional research policy were identi-

fied and recognised based on the information collected and on the institutional trajectory: a) critical 
thinking as the axis of the institutional education project; b) commitment to good living (Buen Vivir), 
from a Latin American perspective; c) the defence of human rights; d) the existence of a diverse and 
inclusive academic community; and e) infrastructure for development in the city centre. 

Based on these capabilities, an Institutional Narrative for Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) 
was built related to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with five confluences: a) UniverCity, b) 
Human Rights, justice and gender, c) Economic development, formalisation, creation of wealth and new 
networks, d) Social inclusion: culture, disability and education, and e) Eco sensitivity: territory, environ-
ment and rurality (see table 3). 

 
Confluences Visions of the future SDGs 
UniverCity The compact city; redefinition of the city centre; 

public space and heritage; and urban regenera-
tion as conditions for community well-being. 

Sustainable cities and 
communities 

Human Rights, justice, and 
gender 

Contribution to training processes in political 
culture, the defence of human rights, gender di-
versity and redistributive justice. 

Gender equality, 
Peace, justice, and strong 
institutions 

Economic development, 
formalisation, wealth crea-
tion and new networks 

Deepen interventions in formalisation, innova-
tion, productivity, decent employment, and col-
laborative networks that address the precarious-
ness and potential of these critical sources of 
employment and entrepreneurship.  

Decent work and eco-
nomic growth 
Industry, innovation, and 
infrastructure 
Responsible consumption 
and production 

Social inclusion: culture, 
disability, and education 

Commitment to comprehensive education in the 
city and the region, considering diversity and 
acting in accordance. 

Quality education 
 
Reduced inequalities 

Ecosensitivity: territory, 
environment, and rurality 

Human and institutional attitudes aligned with 
caring for the environment; sincere concern for 
the current eco planetary problem, our ecosys-
tem, and internal and external relations. 

Climate action 
Life on land 

Table 3. Unaula narrative for STI 

 
Experimentation from these confluences has generated new institutional research processes that 

involve articulations between academic actors and social organisations, whose scope is not limited to 
academic publications, consultancies or participation in academic events. 

Institutional 
STI Narrative

Social 
Organizations

Insdustry

University 
Leadership

Faculty

Students
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An example of alternative practices is the Alliance with Women7 (at the confluence of Human Rights, 
justice and gender), which has articulated four universities and two social organisations in order to re-
veal the humanitarian crisis experienced by women victims of gender violence in order to mobilise so-
cial, political and legal actions that contribute to the eradication of this scourge. 

The Alliance with Women defines the objective of this articulation process as follows: 

The union of efforts between civil society and the academy contributes to the construction of spaces 
for academic, social and political debate that favours the materialisation of women's human rights and 
the generation of knowledge that explains this social phenomenon [gender violence] and promotes 
alternatives through research, advocacy processes and strategic litigation, to strengthen access to jus-
tice and administrative measures related to their care. For all these reasons, this project seeks to 
strengthen the Alliance as a space in which, in addition to the production of knowledge, the dialogue 
of multiple perspectives is launched, generating the reinforcement of the installed capacity of the 
partners. It does it through the consolidation of work teams compounded by researchers, students, 
and activists in an interdisciplinary body of knowledge that, from an initial legal emphasis, also ad-
dresses violence against women as a social and public health problem. It seeks local and national 
projection and impact, thanks, among other things, to the participation of organisations such as the 
Human Corporation of the city of Bogotá, as well as that of the Collective Corporation for Justice for 
Women, a focal point of the National Network of Women, and a social platform with presence in more 
than 16 cities in Colombia (Alliance with women, 2018). 

The Alliance participated in the elaboration of the gender public policy of Medellín and the creation 
of the Feminist Legal Clinic to complement the processes of training lawyers from a feminist perspective; 
likewise, it has generated legal innovations about violence against women in intimate relationships, ex-
partners and other relational forms, among other activities. 

Another notable example is the Live Experiences program8 "School of Systematisation of Local Ex-
periences" (confluence of social inclusion: culture, disability, and education). Live Experiences is con-
ceived as "a space for reflection, appropriation of theories and methodologies that make possible the 
construction of city and country agendas that are prone to the construction of scenarios of peace and 
coexistence, as necessary conditions for a good life." (Live Experiences, 2017). 

This program emerged in 2017 as an initiative to systematise the local experiences of fourteen social 
organisations in Medellín. From 2019, it has managed to articulate with more than sixty-two social or-
ganisations from other cities, such as Bogota, Tunja, and Duitama, through activities of knowledge dia-
logue, which implies local knowledge co-production and systematisation projects through methodo-
logical tools for the defence of the territory. 

3.4. The participatory process of defining the central capabilities of the Univer-
sity of Ibagué 

3.4.1. Context and characteristics of the Universidad de Ibagué 
 
The Universidad de Ibagué (UI) is a medium-sized regional private university (by Colombian stand-

ards, with around 5,600 students and 330 teachers in 2019) founded in 1980 by business people and 
civic leaders from the Department9 of Tolima. The UI has contributed to regional development based 
on human-centred values and offers higher education alternatives from its foundation (Institutional Self-
Assessment Report, p. I). Its academic offer, research agendas and programs are embedded in the ter-
ritory by impacting the regional well-being with tangible results. The UI has a path-dependence towards 

 
7 Working alliance for strategic litigation in defense of the human rights of women in the city of Medellín, Colombia. Website: https://alian-

zaconlasmujeres.com/ 

8 Website: https://www.experiencesvivas.com/ 

9 Colombia is politically and geographically divided into departments. 
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citizenship training, high standards of academic quality and social projection, making its campus the 
entire Tolima department, as seen in figure 2. 

 
Figure 2. Universidad de Ibagué Path-Dependancy 

 

Tolima has historically suffered high levels of violence due to the armed conflict between the State, 
the guerrillas and the illegal armed groups. According to the Departmental Competitiveness Index of 
Colombia, the conflict has negatively impacted the human development of the territory, placing Tolima 
in 12th place among 32 departments with the highest poverty levels in Colombia. In 2016, a peace 
agreement was signed between the Colombian government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC), which started a disarmament process in 2017. The signing of this peace agreement 
has led to a crucial moment in the country's development. In this new post-agreement scenario, words 
such as truth, justice, reparation, non-repetition, forgiveness, and reconciliation, among others, point to 
the possibility of political and moral routes for conflict resolution. For the regions, particularly for the 
Tolima region, the peace agreement has opened up an opportunity for centring efforts on much-needed 
social well-being. More now than ever, the UI is central in mobilising knowledge for the region's thriving.  

Within this context, the UI has played an active role in transformation and building sustainable peace 
processes by bringing together students, faculty, technical personnel, companies, social organisations, 
communities and local governments to foster human capabilities10. 

3.4.2.  The participatory process to define capabilities for human development 
 
In 2019, the UI started a journey to define what is valuable for the university community and partners 

in terms of capabilities. The process was widely collaborative and participatory, involving faculty, ad-
ministrative staff, managers, students, alums, the business sector, municipalities, and social organisa-
tions with which the institution collaborates. 

A collective vision was expressed in a list of capabilities that characterise the aspirational spirit of 
the UI. All participants co-constructed a specific directionality towards a human-centred transformation 
inside and outside the University. The process was designed as a mode of experimental governance by 

 
10 Specific programs such as Peace and Region (https://pazyregion.unibague.edu.co/), projects developed jointly between local 

governments, social groups and the UI (https://extension.unibague.edu.co/proyectos) are some of the evidences of this affir-
mation. 
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creating a flexible and proactive space that allowed multiple actors' decentralised interventions, result-
ing in the list. 

The process started in May 2019, and by December 2019, the final list of capabilities for the UI was 
finished. During the process, it had the drive and support of the rectory team, which gave it legitimacy. 
The UI Provost led the design of the experiment with an international expert on human development 
and transformative innovation, both authors of this chapter, and designed and developed jointly with 
five researchers of the Special Projects Unit11, part of the UI. We called this group the designer group. 
The methodology was designed in three phases, described in figure 3. In this chapter, we report the 
results up to the second phase. 

 
Figure 3. Experiment methodology phases 

 
The horizon phase focused on gathering different university members (students, faculty, adminis-

trative staff, leadership, alums, entrepreneurs and social organisations) for a co-produced vision of the 
UI based on social and sustainable practices. There were 127 participants in 9 workshops and 13 inter-
views (64 women and 63 men). The result was a list of eight university capabilities: two related to train-
ing, two related to territory, three to the university community, and one to enterprise. 

During the pathways phase, the seven capabilities list was validated with mixed groups of phase 
one participants. The purpose was also to find connections between the capabilities and define path-
ways to expand the UI capabilities list. There were 62 participants (35 women and 27 men). The final list 
collectively built by the UI community is presented in Table 4. 

 
Category Capability Definition 
Training Training of persons and 

citizens 
A university community capable of training people, pro-
fessionals, and citizens with critical thinking, ethical 
principles, and sensitivity regarding social differences 
and needs. 

Integral leadership A university community capable of training people for 
reasoned and responsible decisions, in accordance with 
criteria of justice, fairness, and respect for differences 
(within the framework of empathic and affective com-
munication) that leads to the realisation of joint actions 
oriented to the common good. 

Territory Social construction of te-
rritory 

A university community that is capable, in association 
with the other social actors, of rebuilding and 

 
11 Institute devoted to the study of complexity and systemic thinking. It acts as a think tank for the University and for the region. 
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appropriating its territory collectively, through dialogue 
and mutual understanding, committing itself to nature, 
culture, and diversity of knowledge for connivance and 
peace. 

University that trans-
cends 

A university community capable of generating projects 
and actions aimed at the development of a fair and dem-
ocratic society that enhances reflection, exchange, and 
generation and appropriation of knowledge to respond to 
aspirations, challenges, and problems that affect the vari-
ous actors in the territory. 

University 
community 

Purposeful Critical re-
flection 

A university community capable of reflecting and build-
ing critically on their being and daily work in the light of 
their identity, history, ethical stakes, bonds of trust, or-
ganisational forms, growth opportunities, and personal 
and collective aspirations. 

Care A community that is capable of ensuring conditions that 
allow the integral growth of the self and the other, 
through relationships that build trust and recognition 
among its members as well as of the environment in 
which they are immersed. 

Constructive interaction A university community capable of stimulating, allow-
ing, and promoting a dialogue that is well informed, 
clear, transparent, and respectful of freedom and differ-
ences of opinion. It is oriented, on the one hand, to 
strengthen the social interaction between the members of 
the community so that they develop the personal power 
to choose and act in situations of social and political en-
vironment. On the other hand, it favours participation, a 
good working environment, and individual and collec-
tive integral human development. 

Enterprise Weave nets A university community capable of fostering intercon-
nections with companies, communities, and students to 
develop innovative projects that respond to territorial 
needs, build trust and take care of the common good, to 
make possible a truly local development with a global 
perspective. 

Table 4. UI Capabilities List 

 

The third stage is on hold due to a change in the university leadership. The Special Projects Unit is 
expected to move forward with instruments and resources to expand the university community capa-
bilities at all levels for every university member and stakeholder. 

3.5.  Discussion 
 
The Unaula and UI experiences can be understood as a mode five of experimental governance cul-

ture. The decision processes and policy documents were based on flexible and proactive governance 
arrangements. The inclusion of open objectives allowed decentralised and experimental interventions 
by multiple actors with the active involvement of actors usually excluded from the policy processes. For 
Unaula, co-creating an institutional narrative opened up the possibility of expanding the participation 
of institutional and non-institutional actors in policy construction. In the UI case, designing the list of 
capabilities gave voice to students, alumni, social organisations, businesses, and administrative officials 
in a strategic university exercise, envisioning a just and sustainable set of real options valued by the 
university community. Likewise, the methodology based on experiential workshops to create reflexivity 
spaces provided the means for second-order learning, or learning that enables changes in frames and 
assumptions and that provides a broader view of the UI beyond the particular role the participants have 
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in university life (Schot, Kivimaa and Torrens, 2019). It is noteworthy that in the second pathways phase 
for the list of capabilities construction, the mixed groups (admin staff, faculty, students, entrepreneurs) 
allowed the participants to share their views about the University and its role in the regional transfor-
mation, increasing the possibilities of learning as suggested by the transformative innovation approach.  

It is worth highlighting the directionality that the five confluences and the list of the eight capabilities 
for human development can give to university policies. The two directions are closely connected to the 
social and environmental issues central to transformative innovation. Unaula's case exemplifies the con-
nection of the narrative with various SDGs. The connection is apparent in the capabilities list in the UI 
case, particularly in the training, territory, and enterprise categories. A leadership based on justice, 
equality, and respect for the differences for the common good; a university community that re-signifies 
continuously and collectively the territory committed to the preservation of nature, culture, and diversity 
of knowledge; and a university that is capable of weaving nets to foster innovative projects to respond 
to territorial needs; give direction to an educational model inspired by comprehensive and humanistic 
training. Both experiments aim to transform the system (in this case, the University) in a specific direc-
tion.  

The two university policies can be understood as protected spaces for experimentation, with clear 
leadership from the Vice Rectories, giving it a strategic policy dimension and providing the means to 
have a collective vision to build and open up different pathways towards just transitions (Stephens and 
Graham, 2010). Two determining factors made both experiments possible: the first is their ethos. Both 
have a social vocation from their foundation, are more political in the case of Unaula, and are more 
ethical and oriented towards regional development in the UI case. In both cases, the institutional mis-
sions (probably not shared by the entire university community but protected by its founding documents) 
have protected and legitimised the two innovations. The second issue is the two Vice Rectories' explicit 
support and direct participation. These experiments require institutional involvement and political will 
that need top-down support. In both cases, the vice-rectors distributed their power for a bottom-up 
policy construction process. In Unaula, the recent creation of a Vice-Rectory for Research as an auton-
omous dependency on other substantive functions allowed the Vice-Rectory to design the experiment 
to create the university research policy. For UI, the Academic Vice-Rectory saw an opportunity to align 
the capabilities framework with critical foundational documents and the University's policies to expand 
human capabilities.  

Experimenting, empowering different actors, and creating alternative governance arrangements 
bring tension and sometimes conflict. In Unaula's case, there has been intense questioning from the 
Academic Council, which advocates for traditional processes of measurement and evaluation of science. 
Council members do not believe that having a comprehensive university narrative is compatible with 
scientific production. There were tensions with the Superior Board for UI, which has final approval on all 
institutional policies, caused mainly by governance arrangements triggered by the Vice-Rectory.  

Finally, it is worth raising questions about the systemic scope of the two initiatives. In terms of 
transformative innovation, to what extent do both initiatives aim for socio-technical change? This would 
lead us to a more in-depth discussion (which goes beyond the objective of this chapter) about the 
characteristics of the knowledge creation socio-technical regime in Colombia. What is certain is that 
both universities are inserted in a broader quality accreditation system that rewards publication in high-
impact journals, generation of economic resources from enrollment, traditional knowledge transfer, and 
the internationalisation of students and teachers, among others, which are necessary but not sufficient 
conditions. The two policies must fit into this context and coexist with it simultaneously, proposing 
alternative metrics to evaluate the research performance in the case of Unaula and providing a university 
vision based on human development in the UI's case. These different institutional arrangements open 
new possibilities for experimentation and recognise alternative practices in teaching, research, extension 
and even university governance. 

We present a systemic understanding of the possibilities for transformative innovation from the 
University. Although our case studies can be considered isolated experiments at this point, they are two 
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examples that can be replicated and adapted to other universities in Colombia and abroad. Replication 
possibilities are also increased thanks to the networks that both institutions have. 

3.6. Conclusions 
 
This chapter presents two experiences defining university policies that can be understood as exper-

imental processes according to the proposed transformative innovation policy framework. Both experi-
ences have a specific directionality aligned with social and environmental challenges. They have been 
developed following inclusive and participatory processes that have considered voices generally ex-
cluded in formulating university policy. They have aimed to generate learning and reflexivity among the 
participants, mobilising and recognising different types of knowledge: experiential, expert, non-expert, 
theoretical and practical. The contextual aspect of both experiments is highlighted and linked to both 
institutions' evolution and the participants' aspirations and needs. 

The role of experimentation in university governance was taken forward in the Unaula and UI cases. 
Proactive governance arrangements broaden the spectrum of voices heard and give agency to the uni-
versity community and allies to co-create institutional policies congruent with the principles of trans-
formative innovation policy. Rewarding reflexivity and learning in university policy construction opens 
the discussion in university management to challenge the current institutional dominant practices. 

Considering the above, applying the transformative innovation policy framework to examine the 
organisational processes in higher education institutions provides possibilities to break with the institu-
tional isomorphism that makes universities behave homogeneously. 
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4 Exploring the Role of a Colombian University to Pro-
mote Just Transitions. An Analysis from the Human Devel-
opment and the Regional Transition Pathways to Sustaina-

bility 
 

 
 

Abstract 
Universities are central organisations that can act as promoters and amplifiers of regional just tran-

sitions. In this paper, we analyse how a Colombian regional university, the University of Ibagué (UI), is 
playing this role through two initiatives: (1) a governance experiment piloted between 2018 and 2019 
that constructed an aspirational vision for this university through the definition of eight human capa-
bilities; (2) a formal curriculum regional programme named Peace and Region (P&R) established in 2010 
as a service-learning strategy for undergraduates in their final year. To analyse the contribution of these 
two initiatives towards a just transition, we built a specific analytical framework based on the human 
development and capability approach and Regional Transition Pathways to Sustainability (RTPS). Ex-
ploring both the content and the process of building the list and perceptions of the different actors 
involved in the P&R programme, we found that both initiatives have a strong directionality that reso-
nates with the normative ambition of a just transition. Moreover, in both processes, people involved 
have expanded human capabilities, and co-produced holistic and transdisciplinary knowledge through 
the interaction of academic and non-academic actors. From an RTPS perspective, the programme cap-
tures regional complexity and moulds micro-dynamics to socially fair and sustainable paths. 
Keywords: university; higher education; just transition; regional transitions; sustainable devel-opment; 
human development; capability; knowledge; co-production; Colombia; Tolima; global south 

 

4.1. Introduction 
International organisations have widely recognised universities’ roles in promoting sustainable de-

velopment in both the Global North and the Global South. With other international organisations, 
UNESCO stresses the vital role of education as the main driver for peace, tolerance, and human fulfil-
ment and in achieving the proposed Sustainable Development Goals [1]. However, what is the meaning 
of sustainable development in specific regional locations? Following Storper and Pike et al. [2,3], we 
argue that the notion of development is contextual and related to specific economic, institutional, cul-
tural and social trajectories. Development cannot be measured simplistically through GDP growth in an 
empty container delimited by political and geographical borders. Development occurs in particular 
spaces where actors interact and shape the flow of capital, knowledge, rules, politics and energy. Hence, 
we understand the space as a relational social construction [4–6]. 

Based on this publication: 

Velasco, D., Boni, A., Delgado, C., & Rojas-Forero, G. D. (2021). Exploring the Role of a Co-
lombian University to Promote Just Transitions. An Analysis from the Human Develop-
ment and the Regional Transition Pathways to Sustainability. Sustainability, 13(11), 
6014. 
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In this paper, we explore how a university can contribute to development in a regional context. Our case 
study is the Universidad de Ibagué (UI), a Colombian medium-size private university located in a Co-
lombian region (Tolima) with a low human development index. Tolima has suffered from a prolonged 
armed conflict between the State, civilians, guerrillas, and illegal armed groups. In this context, discuss-
ing sustainability implies posing ourselves the question: what kind of local and regional development is 
happening, and for whom? [3] The answer suggests a choice about what development means, for whom 
and where. It also implies a choice on how development priorities should be decided. 

Human development pays special attention to those questions. It is based on the core values of 
empowerment, participation, equity, efficiency and sustainability [7]. A human development under-
standing stresses the relevance of equitable opportunities for all, and it implies a world where many 
worlds fit (un mundo donde quepan muchos mundos; It is a phrase attributed to the Subcommander 
Marcos of the Zapatista Army of Mexican Na-tional Liberation, a political–military movement for the 
reinvindication of indigenous rights) without jeopardising future generations’ resources. The inclusion 
of typically unheard voices giving them agency in decision-making processes related to their own be-
coming is a crucial element of a people-centred notion of development. We stress the United Nations 
principle of “Leave No One Behind” (Universal Values UN 2030 Agenda, https://unsdg.un.org/2030-
agenda/universal-values/leave-no-one-behind), not only for the inclusion of the poorest, combating 
discrimination and preventing inequalities, but also to enable and enhance cognitive justice by recog-
nising the multiplicity of social practices and experiences of the world [8]. Human development has 
been theorised through the capability approach, and the two concepts are closely interwoven. Human 
development seeks to expand a persons capabilities, and expanding capabilities advances human de-
velopment [9]. Therefore, the effective opportunities people have, and what they have reason to value, 
is at the centre. It highlights substantive freedoms (“capabili-ties”) and outcomes or what is achieved 
(“functionings”) [10,11]. 

However, human development does not discuss the role of HEIs as multi-scalar intermediaries that 
integrate regional, national and global scales and have the agency to drive towards specific direction-
alities [12,13]. This is our second analytical framework’s contribution: the regional transition paths to 
sustainability (RTPS). In this understanding, HEIs can enact change at the regional level by understanding 
and acting on the co-evolution, co-production and co-learning [14] required to trigger sustainability 
with a transdisciplinary approach [14,15]. This understanding goes beyond the idea of an “engaged 
university” that provides tailor-made solutions to region-specific challenges and problems [16]. The 
university becomes a “change agent” that pinpoints the potential of HEIs to modulate and trigger insti-
tutional and organisational changes that are part of the micro-level plasticity of regional paths (“Path 
plasticity provides a certain scope for variation within a well-established institutional setting of a path. 
This characteristic of paths is rooted in the interpretative flexibility of institutions and incoherence of 
paths themselves due to the interconnectedness of institutional settings at different [spatial] levels.” 
[17], p. 69. 

The combination of the two analytical frameworks provides meaning to the idea of just transition in 
the sense understood by Swilling [18] (p. 19): “the outcome is a state of well-being (Firiamonti, 2015) 
founded on greater environmental sustainability and social justice”. Figure 1 depicts our approach to 
just transitions. This understanding of transitions is particularly relevant in a Global South Context where 
states have a mixture of diverse institutions, in a context of an imperfect market, with clientelistic and 
exclusive communities, homes where patriarchal culture prevails and patrimonial and market-domi-
nated states [19,20]. Ramos-Mejía et al. [21] highlight that research on transitions has rarely explored 
the characteristics of Global South contexts implicitly focusing on the environmental sustainability of 
production and consumption systems, without paying due attention to social and institutional sustain-
ability. This social and institutional dimension of sustainability refers to the ability of societies to reverse 
processes of reproduction of poverty and deprivation of human capabilities, as understood by human 
development [21]. A similar critique comes from the field of socio-ecological transitions where it is noted 
that structural biases in knowledge production systems mean that the unique and necessary capacities 
of the Global South to innovate, experiment towards sustainability and nurture transformative 
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trajectories are under-researched and some-times not even known, despite their potential to inform 
transformative processes across the world [22–24]. For this reason, authors such as Swilling [18] propose 
just transitions, which are those in which processes of radical incremental changes accumulate over time 
and advance towards the SDGs and sustainability. The result is a welfare state based on greater envi-
ronmental sustainability and social justice. These changes arise from a great multiplicity of struggles, 
each with its own context-specific spatial and temporal dimensions. 

 
Figure 1. Analytical frameworks to understand just transitions. 

To explore further our framework, we use two case studies. The first one is a governance experiment 
piloted between 2018 and 2019 that constructed, following a participatory process, an aspirational vi-
sion for this university through the definition of eight human capabilities. The second is a formal curric-
ulum regional programme, Peace and Region (P&R). It was established in 2010 as a service-learning 
strategy for undergraduates in their final year. During one semester, the students get involved in trans-
disciplinary projects working and living with the communities to contribute to peace and local develop-
ment. 

The paper is structured as follows: in Section 2, we present the analytical approach to explore the 
case studies focusing mainly on the implications of human development, regional transition paths to 
sustainability, and the role of universities in unfolding such regional just transitions; in Section 3, we 
introduce the context of the UI and the main characteristics of the two initiatives; in Section 4, we refer 
to the research methods; in Section 5, we discuss the outcomes of the two experiments providing the-
oretical insights to just transitions in spatio-temporal institutional settings in Global South contexts. 
Finally, we conclude with the main findings of our study. 

4.2. Analytical Approach 

4.2.1. The Human Development: A Multi-Dimensional and Normative Approach to Develop-
ment 

Although the appearance of the Human Development Report (HDR) of the United Nations Devel-
opment Program (UNDP) in 1990 marks a fundamental milestone for the dissemination of the concept 
of human development, the origins of this theory go back to the 1970s with the conceptualisation of 
the basic needs approach applied to development processes [25] and the adjustment with human face 
promoted by UNICEF. The first one represented a shift in economic development thinking by introduc-
ing concerns about the social aspects of development, participation, and the depletion of natural re-
sources. The second one represented a significant challenge in facing dominant mainstream develop-
ment paradigms, putting people first in development planning [26]. Another relevant milestone for the 
introduction of human development was the entrance of Mahbub Ul Haq as a special advisor to the 
general manager of the UNDP in 1989. Haq [27] explained that social arrangements must rather be 
judged by the extent to which they advance the human good, citing Aristotle, who argued that “wealth 
is evidently not the good we are seeking for, it is merely useful and for the sake of something else”. As 
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Haq [27] p. 17 elucidated, “the basic purpose of development is to enlarge people’s choices”; such 
choices are dynamic and encompass economic, social, cultural, and political lives. 

Alkire [28] explains that human development sets priorities among goals, integrating several prin-
ciples simultaneously. Commonly used principles include poverty reduction, equity, efficiency, voice and 
participation, sustainability, respect for human rights, and the promotion of the common good. Human 
development is thus multi-dimensional, and its components are crucially interconnected. Alkire outlines 
the definition of human development as follows: 

Human development aims to enlarge people’s freedoms to do and be what they value and have reason 
to value. In practice, human development also empowers people to engage actively in development 
on our shared planet. It is people-centred. At all levels of development, human development focuses 
on essential freedoms: enabling people to lead long and healthy lives, acquire knowledge, to be able 
to enjoy a decent standard of living and shape their own lives. Many people value these freedoms in 
and of themselves; they are also powerful means to other opportunities.[28] p. 43  

What is clear from Alkire’s definition above is that human development conceives a multi-dimen-
sional notion of the plurality of what a good life encompasses. These plural dimensions and underpin-
ning values constitute a crucial anchor and guard against easy domestication when applying the ideas 
to universities. Alkire and Deneulin [7] (pp. 36, 37) identify four interlocking principles of equity, effi-
ciency, participation and empowerment, and sustainability and elaborate on each as follows: 

(1) Equity draws on the concepts of justice, impartiality, and fairness. It incorporates consideration 
for distributive justice between groups. In human development, we seek equity in the space of people’s 
freedom to live valuable lives. It is related to, but different from, the concept of equality, which implies 
equality of all people in some space. In human development, equity draws attention to those who have 
unequal opportunities due to various disadvantages and may require preferential treatment or affirm-
ative action. 

(2) Efficiency refers to the optimal use of existing resources. It is necessary to demonstrate that the 
chosen intervention offers the highest impact on people’s opportunities. When applying this principle, 
one must conceive efficiency in a dynamic context since what is efficient at one point in time may not 
necessarily be efficient in the long run. 

(3) Participation and empowerment are about processes in which people act as agents—individually 
and as groups. It is about the freedom to make decisions in matters that affect their lives, hold others 
accountable for their promises, and the freedom to influence development in their communities. 

(4) Sustainability is often used to introduce the durability of development in the face of environ-
mental limitations. However, it is not confined to this dimension alone. It refers to advancing human 
development in all spheres—social, political, and financial—over time. Environmental sustainability im-
plies achieving developmental results without jeopardising the natural resource base and biodiversity 
of the region and affecting future generations’ resource base. Financial sustainability refers to how de-
velopment is financed without penalising future generations or economic stability. Social sustainability 
refers to how social groups and other institutions are involved, support development initiatives over 
time, and avoid disruptive and destructive elements. Cultural liberty and respect for diversity are also 
important values that can contribute to socially sustainable development. In education, sustainability 
requires quality in processes and to secure educational achievements. 

As Alkire and Deneulin point out, these four principles are not exhaustive; other values, such as 
responsibility or justice, could also be considered. However, we agree with Ibrahim and Tiwari [29] that 
an intervention inspired by the human development approach should incorporate the four dimensions; 
even if its focus is on one dimension, the others must also be considered concerning the primary value 
chosen. 
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4.2.2. The Capability Approach: Freedoms, Opportunities and Agency 
Human development is theorised through the capability approach, and the two concepts are closely 

interwoven; human development seeks to expand people’s capabilities and expanding capabilities, in 
turn, advances human development. The capability approach [11,30] is a broad normative framework 
rooted in a philosophical tradition that values individual freedoms and is used to evaluate and assess 
individual well-being, social arrangements, and the design of policies and proposals for social change. 
The approach conceptualises “good” development as broad freedoms constituted by human capabili-
ties rather than only as national income or people’s subjective preferences. Income does not tell us who 
has money or what it is used for, while preferences may be subject to adaptations in the light of poor 
living conditions. Instead, the core focus of the approach is on the effective opportunities people have, 
and what they have reason to value. It highlights substantive freedoms (“capabilities”) and outcomes or 
what is achieved (“functionings”). If the capability is freedom of opportunity, the agency is freedom of 
process. Agency refers to the ability of the individual to pursue and achieve the objectives they value. 
An agent is someone who acts and makes change happen [10]. As Deneulin [31] (p. 27) explains, “well-
being depends not only on what a person does or is but on how [author’s emphasis] she achieved that 
functioning, whether she was actively involved in the process of achieving that functioning or not”. The 
process is therefore significant. Sen [32] (p. 150) explains: “The crucial question here, in the context of 
well-being, is whether the freedom to choose is valued only instrumentally, or is also important in itself”. 
In other words, being able to make one’s own choices matters intrinsically. Because people as agents 
will choose the life they have reason to value, this makes “capabilities an agency-based and opportunity-
oriented theory” [33] (p. 2). 
 

4.2.3. Human Development, Capability Approach and University 
Despite international declarations recognising the role of HEIs in promoting sustainable develop-

ment [1,34], mainstreaming higher education policy is driven by an economic and knowledge-based 
development paradigm [35]. Coherent with this direction, scientific activities are aligned with a global 
environment highly competitive in knowledge resources [36] and the training of a qualified labour force. 
This configuration reinforces the predominance of higher education from the North, excluding most 
universities in developing countries [37]. Such a scenario is more likely to perpetuate uneven develop-
ment. 

The human development and capability approach can provide a different narrative to understand 
the purpose of HEIs [9]. A narrative that challenges the rationale where: university fees become the price, 
students are customers, knowledge is converted into money units (cost of a book, price for an article), 
the education is a commodity to be bought and sold. Human development and capability thinking offer 
visionary norms by adopting a multi-dimensional and policy-responsive view of what a good university 
could look like, embracing the public good, social justice and sustainability in any definition of a policy 
narrative [38]. 

The approach also provides an evaluative space to analyse the extent to which capabilities such as 
practical reason, educational resilience, knowledge and imagination, learning disposition, social rela-
tions and social networks, respect, dignity and recognition, emotional integrity, emotions and bodily 
integrity [39] can be enhanced through teaching [40], research [41], and social outreach [42]. Finally, the 
human development and capability approach can be helpful in scrutinising the strategic level of univer-
sities in terms of their policy-making processes. 

4.2.4. Regional Transition Paths to Sustainability (RTPS) and Universities 
Sustainability transitions have been mainly studied from four theoretical frameworks: the Multi-Level 

Perspective (MLP), The Technological Innovation Systems (TIS), Strategic Niche Management (SNM) and 
Transition Management (TM) [43–45]. The MLP has been very influential within the transition studies 
(TS) since it provides a heuristic to understand and analyse transitions in the long term and through the 
interactions of three analytical levels: (1) niches, which are protected spaces for experimenting with 
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developing sustainable alternatives to the dominant practices. It is in the niches where radical innova-
tions are assumed to emerge [46,47]; (2) socio-technical regimes that constitute the stable set of rules 
and routines and account for path-dependence and stability in industrial, technological, behavioural, 
cultural and political practices; (3) the broad, long-term, exogenous environment trends that are called 
landscape [48]. The MLP provides a valuable and powerful analytical framework to govern transitions 
by offering tools to understand incremental and radical innovation dynamics and complexity. However, 
scholars have highlighted some limitations when applied to empirical cases [44,49–52]. The landscape 
is less studied and therefore can act as a “black box” where everything that does not fit in the regime 
and niche levels go; natural, physical and geographical studies are only tangentially incorporated; 
agency of different actors beyond their role as consumers or users is less explored given the strong 
emphasis on the technical side of innovation; the fluidity and dynamic configurations of the niches, 
regimes and landscape are oversimplified, and therefore the MLP fails to capture microdynamics in 
boundary categories [53,54]. 

Regional institutional settings with their territorial actors’ configurations and networks influence 
sustainability transitions’ pace and scope [51,54–56]. A spatially sensitive perspective is needed to study 
innovative interactions, which have contingencies of the territory’s transitions. The growing interest in 
urban and regional transitions and their multi-scalar character has urged for a framework that captures 
the short-time changes on the micro-level and long-term transformations at socio-technical system 
levels [54]. Regional transition paths to sustainability (RTPS) provide a robust alternative to studying 
organisational and institutional dynamics that happen simultaneously in multiple so-cio-technical re-
gimes [57]. In this sense, the RTPS framework goes beyond single re-gime-niche interactions, as ana-
lysed in the MLP. Four key features are relevant to understanding transitions from the RTPS perspective. 
Firstly, transition processes in interdependent regimes are a primary unit of analysis. Secondly, adjust-
ment and recombination of institutional settings and change occur in the niches and regime levels. The 
overlapping nature of change is particularly important in the Global South context [44], where forming 
regimes compete with mature niches. Thirdly, change starts from and within micro-level transformations 
at a progressive pace in protected spaces. These transformations are place-specific, which mould pos-
sibilities for adjustment depending on the recombination of the existing contextual institutions. 
Fourthly, RTPS emphasises the temporary dimension of transitions by analysing if and how micrody-
namics changes are finally stabilised [54]. 

The four distinctive aspects of the RTPS have in common the attention to the processual analysis of 
the institutional dynamics on the emergence and evolution of multiple paths. Path-dependency is stud-
ied beyond the rigid categories of regimes and niches and includes analysing context-dependent or-
ganisational forms in spatio-temporal arrangements [54]. By including an evolutionary economic geog-
raphy understanding, the RTPS explores path-dependent developments at the micro-level characterised 
by local actors’ incremental changes [53,58]. Within these actors, universities play a critical role. 

4.2.5. Role of Universities in RTPS 
Universities are key regional actors in promoting and triggering sustainability transitions, especially 

in regions with low human development indexes. Beyond their role of educating, universities serve so-
cietal needs by being intermediaries between local and global knowledge (since they are embedded in 
regional and international networks) [59]. Through their institutional framework, campus operations, 
teaching, knowledge generation, outreach and collaboration [60] towards a localised development 
agenda, universities have the potential of becoming experimental frontrunners for temporary organisa-
tional forms for de- and re-alignment of normative cultural and behavioural practices [61]. 

Knowledge, scholarship and research are not neutral [62], and therefore HEIs can promote a nor-
mative kind of development rooted in regional needs [63]. The agency that universities have in their 
relational space allows them to be key actors in promoting a sustainability vision with social inclusion 
and empowerment. 

An engaged university acts on a regional base to provide alternative solutions to oppressing chal-
lenges that affect people’s well-being in diverse needs such as sanitation, health, food, transport, energy, 
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and education. Due to their close connection and influence with local actors, HEIs have a great potential 
to influence the micro-dynamics that shape the culture, knowledge, industrial settings, markets, and 
policies of intertwined so-cio-technical systems. From this perspective, universities can serve as facilita-
tors between regional and other institutional actors [13]. 

Higher education can contribute to territorial sustainability change in developing a societal vision 
with short, mid and long term specific goals (strategic level); drawing and fostering coalitions and co-
operation in regional actors networks to create inclusive sustainability paths (tactical level); and aligning 
and embracing change towards sustainability with social justice in their curriculum, research, campus 
operations and social out-reach (operational level) [14,63]. The extent to which HEIs can contribute RTPS 
is mul-ti-scalar in time and space and related to their missional functions and campus operations  

Teaching activities can advance a long-term vision of desirable development via the graduates and 
their professional activities, acting as multipliers of sustainable development processes in social learning 
systems. “While a theoretical consideration of sustainability issues helps to raise awareness, practical 
student projects in collaboration with regional stakeholders can have a direct impact on the regional 
transition path” [17], (p. 165. In this sense, pedagogical innovation in strategies such as service-learning 
to move forward from knowing what to knowing how with social responsibility are positive directions 
to unlock the role of HEIs as mere knowledge transfer institutions to a trans-disciplinary way of co-
production and use of knowledge in context. 

Research is one of the most visible functions of HEIs to contribute to society. The mainstream 
knowledge production system has been challenged to break the disciplinary silos and integrate findings 
from different knowledge areas (interdisciplinarity). More-over, HEIs are called to integrate other 
knowledge producers such as citizens, practi-tioners, and policymakers (transdisciplinarity). As 
O’Riordan et al. highlight, “We need to expand the boundaries of each discipline, make them porous 
and flexible, and identify inter and transdisciplinary processes that integrate knowledge and diverse 
ways of knowing” [15], (p. 7). Research that contributes to RTPS requires a transdisciplinary ap-proach 
with strong problem-solving. The transition of knowledge production towards more integrative science 
requires a multi-stakeholders research agendas definition to envision timely and contextual sustainabil-
ity paths [13]. 

Social outreach, or more commonly known in Global South contexts as the third mission of univer-
sities, plays a substantial role in transformation. Materialising sus-tainable development in a specific 
territory requires cross-sector partnerships based on co-creation [64]. A socially embedded knowledge 
to trigger environmental transfor-mations acts as a chief driver, which challenges the traditional tech-
nology transfer model developed by HEIs [66]. Engaging in co-creation processes requires trust-building 
and long-term commitment between actors, highlighting how power modulates relationships and con-
nections within networks across various scales [56]. To influence localised paths in multi-actor environ-
mental and social governance, universities, as influential organisa-tions in their territories, can take a 
proactive role in advancing sustainability agendas in regional advisory boards, political engagements, 
and civic movements. Moreover, they can enhance their brokering and bridging function to expand and 
deepen regional net-works to mobilise human, financial and material resources [61]. 
 

4.3. The Universidad de Ibagué and its Two Processes: A Capabilities List as a Col-
lective Actionable University Vision and the Peace and Region Program 

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a summary measure for assessing long-term progress in 
three human development dimensions: a long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent stand-
ard of living. Colombia’s HDI value for 2019 ranks it 83rd out of 189 countries (UNDP, 2020). Although 
the country has improved from 1990 in its three dimensions by almost 30%, inequality is still profound. 
The 2010 Human Development Report introduced the Inequality-adjusted HDI (IHDI), “which considers 
inequality in all three dimensions of the HDI by “discounting” each dimension’s average value according 
to its level of inequality” (UNDP:4, 2020). When the inequality is dis-counted from Colombia’s HDI, the 
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country losses 22.4% in the distribution of the HDI dimension indices. It directly hinders people’s right 
to enjoy a decent standard of living and, therefore, shape their own lives. Moreover, there are prominent 
differences at the regional level, surprisingly having those regions with richer natural resources with 
lower HDI and higher inequality. From 32 departments (departments are the geographical po-litical 
division of territories in Colombia), the Tolima region ranks in 18th place. 

The Universidad de Ibagué (UI) is located in Ibagué, the capital and biggest city in terms of popula-
tion, administrative and financial size of the Tolima Department. The region has great natural wealth (in 
Tolima’s territory, 27.7% are paramos (Ecosystem of the regions above the continuous forest line, yet 
below the permanent snowline); it has 40% of the country’s bird’s species; 11% of dry tropical forest; 
contains three protected natural parts; and fourteen strong agricultural products for national and ex-
ports con-sumption, being rice the main crop) and cultural diversity (Tolima has 11 indigenous commu-
nities from the Pijao Etnia. It also has mestizos originally coming from the Tolima territory, and migra-
tions from Antioquia, Cundinamarca and Boyaca (other Colombian departments)), but only two regional 
universities (there are other university branches but they only offer a limited number of programs), 
including the UI. Therefore, a large part of the local population has limited access to higher education, 
which has influenced the relatively low development and the high unemployment rate (In 2019, accord-
ing to the National Department of Statistics (DANE), Tolima was the department with the highest un-
employment rate (15.3%)). Additionally, Tolima has been a region hit hard by political violence, first 
during the 1950s with a bi-partisan civil war. From the 1960s onwards, the conflict between illegal armed 
groups and the State has been sustained. 

The UI has a good reputation in the Tolima region, which was amplified nationally with its high-
quality institutional accreditation, obtained in 2019. The UI defines itself as a regional university com-
mitted to regional development. From its beginning, the UI has adopted a human development con-
ception based on the construction of local identities and the balance of human well-being with envi-
ronmental sustainability. Formal curriculum reforms to situate learning in the territory from the first 
semester onwards; regional teaching case studies based on real regional challenges gathered through 
the territory-based programs; sustainable business practices; citizen’s engagement through business 
and law clinics; the institutional research agenda co-produced with regional stakeholders aimed at solv-
ing local problems; and the programs of social projection and extension are some of the concrete initi-
atives the university has promoted from its foundation [67]. 

However, the UI approach to sustainability is less clear since most of the transversal and specific 
guidelines, programs, projects, policies have not been thought from that perspective. Nevertheless, 
there is a formal recognition that there cannot be social well-being without preserving territorial natural 
resources. In the last years, the UI introduced courses related to the conception of sustainability and 
technical understanding on how to produce sustainable solutions; had an increase in research projects 
related to sustainability both funded internally and externally; changed practices related to water, elec-
tricity, waste disposal, recycling, green spaces in the campus operations; and introduced a normative 
direction towards environmentally friendly practices in the social outreach projects. These changes mo-
tivated voluntary participation of the UI in the Green Metric World University Ranking (http://greenmet-
ric.ui.ac.id/what-is-greenmetric/. Access on February 14th 2021. In 2019, the UI ranked 278th out of 780 
universities, and in 2020, 381st out of 912 universities in the world. In Colombia, the university is ranked 
27th out of 47 universities). 

The UI academic offer has concentrated on undergraduate programs. The professional programs 
are offered, in the majority, for students in the most vulnerable levels of economic income, who, in 
Colombia, are qualified in socio-economic strata. The strata levels go from 1 (the lowest) to 6 (the high-
est). In 2019, 48% of the students were in Strata 1 and 2 and 35% in Strata 3. The university offers the 
opportunity to local students (up to 85% of the students come from Tolima) to get a high-quality edu-
cation (The UI was accredited by the National Ministry of Education of Colombia as a High-Quality 
University in 2019 (Resolution 010440 03). This is a voluntary process where universities present them-
selves to the Accreditation National Council. It is a highly demanding process. At the time, the UI was 
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the only university in Tolima with High Quality Accreditation). The UI presents 32 subjects that include 
sustainability topics in the teaching function, representing 5.2% of the total subjects offered. 

The research agenda of the UI is updated according to the regional needs through participatory 
forums where different sectors (industry, government, producers, civil society) express their needs and 
interests. The UI responds with its faculty expertise. The agenda is defined around five research topics: 
food security, environment, social well-being, civic coexistence, regional development. These topics col-
late six interdisciplinary programs: Innovative technology-based agroindustry; conservation and eco-
efficient use of natural resources and the environment; High value-added service industry; Education 
and well-being for integral human development; Laws and justice for citizen coexistence; Inclusive and 
sustainable regional development. During 2018–2020, the university had 75 active research projects 
related to sustainability from humanities, engineering, social sciences, natural sciences, mathematics, 
business and finances, law and political science. During the same period, 69 were finalised, according to 
data provided by the UI Research Direction. 

However, despite these efforts, there is a limited assumption about the relationship between re-
gional needs and disciplines among faculties and students. As the rector stated: “There is a misunder-
standing of the purpose of academia. For instance, the misunderstanding that focusing on the region 
distracts the disciplines from their formal instruments and cutting-edge research. It is important to de-
activate these conceptions through a dialogic and pedagogical process.” Furthermore, this is, precisely, 
one of the goals of the capabilities list initiative. 

4.3.1. The Aspirational Capabilities List for the UI 
In 2018, the UI leadership enabled a participatory process to envision the university as a space where 

the community, both from the university and from the region, can expand human capabilities. The def-
inition of what is valuable for the UI includes representatives of faculty members, students, administra-
tive staff, service staff, leadership, alumni, enterprises, and social organisations that work with the uni-
versity. The initial aim was to build an umbrella institutional policy based on the capability approach de-
signed from a bottom-up approach [65]. 

The final capabilities list, developed and approved by the UI community, can be seen in Table 1: 
Table 1. The UI capabilities list†. 

Category Capability Definition 

Training 

Training of persons and citi-
zens 

A university community capable of training people, profession-
als, and citizens with critical thinking, ethical principles, and 
sensitivity regarding social differences and needs. 

Integral leadership 

A university community capable of training people for rea-
soned and responsible decisions, in accordance with criteria of 
justice, fairness, and respect for differences (within the frame-
work of empathic and affective communication) that leads to 
the realisation of joint actions oriented to the common good. 

Territory 

Social construction of terri-
tory 

A university community that is capable, in association with the 
other social actors, of rebuilding and appropriating its territory 
collectively, through dialogue and mutual understanding, com-
mitting itself to nature, culture, and diversity of knowledge for 
connivance and peace. 

University that transcends 

A university community capable of generating projects and ac-
tions aimed at the development of a fair and democratic society 
that enhances reflection, exchange, and generation and appro-
priation of knowledge to respond to aspirations, challenges, 
and problems that affect the various actors in the territory. 

University com-
munity 

Purposeful critical reflection 

A university community capable of reflecting and building crit-
ically on their being and daily work in the light of their iden-
tity, history, ethical stakes, bonds of trust, organisational forms, 
growth opportunities, and personal and collective aspirations. 
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†[65] p. 47 In (Velasco and Boni: 47, 2020). 

 

The UI capabilities list shows what the university community values and wants to expand through 
its organisational operation and its different academic and social out-reach programs. It is a collective 
manifestation of a human-centred vision integrated with the territory. The effects of the list in the uni-
versity operation are still to be seen. How-ever, this participatory process shows the possibilities that an 
HEI has to enable and co-create a collective vision. 

4.3.2. The Peace and Region Programme of the UI 
The Peace and Region Programme (P&R) is an undergraduate curricular strategy that links students 

with projects in rural and urban municipalities of the Tolima region. It started as a graduation option, 
but in 2015, after a curricular reform for all the under-graduate programs, it became a graduation re-
quirement. Students spend a semester liv-ing in the territory, with the support from regional advisors, 
who are full-time tutors specialised in regional development. The programme revolves around three key 
themes: peace, citizenship, and regional development. It is developed in three stages: 

1. Contextualisation: It encompasses a seminar (16 h to approach the three themes), the develop-
ment of the semester’s action plan, and an induction week, before the displacement of the students to 
the different municipalities in rural or urban contexts. 

2. Regional experience: Each student settles in different locations (provided by the public or civic 
organisation that the student will engage with); incorporates in a project previously agreed; engages in 
two learning encounters organised by the regional tutors in which students located in geographical 
proximity gather to have a critical reflection on their process and the regional needs. 

3. Closure: It includes two activities, a collective review between the university tutor, the regional 
organisation’s project leader, and the student to evaluate the experience and to define the continuity 
of the project to be taken from a coming student; and a collective formative evaluation in the UI campus 
where all the students and tutors reflect on the learning experiences both in terms of their personal 
growth and professional training and in terms of the knowledge co-production between local commu-
nities and the University for regional thriving. 

From 2010 until 2019, P&R has co-designed and implemented more than 400 regional development 
projects in the 47 municipalities of the Tolima department. It has signed over 70 cooperation agree-
ments to develop projects with municipal governments, hospitals, public services providers, community 
and civic organisations, agricultural producers associations, and enterprise foundations. Over 1000 stu-
dents from the schools of engineering, business and economics, humanities and social sciences, and 
law, have fully immersed themselves in the territory and worked with the local communities [68]. 

Care 

A community that is capable of ensuring conditions that allow 
the integral growth of the self and the other, through relation-
ships that build trust and recognition among its members as 
well as of the environment in which they are immersed. 

Constructive interaction 

A university community capable of stimulating, allowing, and 
promoting a dialogue that is well informed, clear, transparent, 
and respectful of freedom and differences of opinion. It is ori-
ented, on the one hand, to strengthen the social interaction be-
tween the members of the community, so that they develop the 
personal power to choose and act in situations of social and po-
litical environment. On the other hand, it favours participation, 
a good working environment, and individual and collective in-
tegral human development. 

Enterprise Weave nets 

A university community capable of fostering interconnections 
with companies, communities, and students to develop innova-
tive projects that respond to territorial needs, build trust and 
take care of the common good, to make possible a truly local 
development with a global perspective. 
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From an organisational perspective, the P&R programme has an internal administrative and aca-
demic unit with a director, and three coordinators: research, academic, projects, and the regional tutors’ 
group. The UI-local organisation agreement guarantees that the UI supports the co-identification of 
local needs, co-formulates relevant projects to respond to those needs, and supports the continuation 
of the projects until their closure. From the organisations’ side, they commit to providing housing and 
food for the students and support their learning process. 

4.4. Methodology 
To explore how and to what extent universities can develop and promote just transitions, we chose 

a middle-size regional university in a region with a low human development index in the Global South. 
It was a deliberate decision, not only because of the novelty of the two cases that we studied within the 
university but also to have a deeper exploration of just regional transition paths to sustainability in 
adverse contexts. Although our research was based on two experiments within a single university, we 
aim to contribute to the understanding of the role of HEIs towards regional just transitions. 

We developed qualitative research based on semi-structured interviews, focus groups, participant 
observation, documentary analysis, and a set of participatory methods designed following the human 
development values and the human capabilities approach. The two case studies were the construction 
process of a university policy deeply rooted in the territory and the contribution of a curricular pro-
gramme to human development and RTPS. 

The capabilities list construction process started in March 2018 with two phases that finished in 
December 2019. The analysis of the Peace and Region programme had two stages. The first was carried 
out between September and November 2019, and the second between November and December 2020. 
Each case study had a different methodology design; that is why we describe them separately. Although 
the methodologies for both cases were tackled from the human capabilities approach, we analysed the 
data gathered with RTPS lens. 

4.4.1. The Capabilities List Methodology 
The list was built in two stages. The first phase was explorative and based on an opening up process 

to integrate: (1) the various narratives, knowledge, and discourses of the different groups; (2) actors and 
networks involved in the UI action; (3) the underlying vested interests of the participants. The second 
phase was devoted to validating the list with the community, reflecting on the enablers and disablers 
to expand the capabilities list, and building connections between them. A third phase that was truncated 
due to changes in the university leadership was devoted to building action pathways to expand those 
capabilities expressed in concrete plans, programs, calls, policies [65]. A description of the methods and 
phases can be seen in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. The UI capabilities list methodological process. 

The methodology was designed and applied by a group of seven researchers trained in human 
development, innovation studies, and systemic thinking from the UI, and by the joint research centre of 
the Spanish National Research Council (CSIC) and the Universitat Politècnica de València (UPV), Ingenio. 
The first stage had nine workshops grouping together the same type of actors (students, faculty, ad-
ministrative staff, external partners, etc.) so that participants could express themselves freely in a peers’ 
environment. The workshops used transpersonal, narrative, and visual methods to situate participants 
in their context and explore what they considered valuable as university community members [68–72]. 
The researchers’ group gathered the data through participant observation and the collection of written 
reflections developed by the participants. Additionally, 13 interviews were performed with the UI Rector 
and territory social organisations that could not be part of the workshops developed in Ibague. 

Former stage participants were summoned to validate the list and formulate concrete ways to ex-
pand capabilities inside and outside the UI in a second stage with six workshops between November 
and December 2019. The participants were mixed this time, so discussions on what is valuable for the 
UI would have different perspectives. The workshops had “three moments”. The first was dedicated to 
recalling the first stage of the process and the objective and meaning of the project. The second moment 
had a format of a “Capabilities Gallery” where participants could interact with each one of the capabili-
ties in a sensory way, touching the frames, reading the texts, and connecting with the content. An image 
accompanied each capability. During the second moment, participants included new capabilities or ex-
clude any of the ones presented. They also related capabilities systems and identified enabling and 
disabling factors to expand the capabilities system. The third moment entailed participatory feedback 
from the participants related to the process and the output (the list). Simultaneously, a documentary 
analysis of formal UI documents such as the general statutes, the university educational project, and the 
different organisational development plans was developed. The initial list was adjusted with the second 
stage results, and a list of disablers and enablers to expand the list was recorded. 

4.4.2. The Peace and Region Programme Methodology 
The main methods used to analyse the P&R programme were the following: official documents 

analysis, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and a seminar about initial findings with the P&R 
team, faculty, students, and university leadership. 

Eighteen interviews were performed and distributed over eight students, four regional organisa-
tions, three P&R board members, one faculty member, the president, and the university provost. The 
focus group was done with six of the regional tutors. The interviews with regional organisations and 
students were focused on the municipality of Chaparral since 1) Projects have been executed every year 
from the start of the programme in 2011; 2) Every year has a mixture of projects with local authorities, 
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social organisations, and social foundations; and 3) There have been students doing the experience 
from four of the five schools. The remaining interviews and the focus group performed with the regional 
tutors included questions about the experience in the whole territory. Table 2 presents a description of 
the methods and participants involved in the data gathering. 

 
Table 2. Peace and Region research methods description. 

Participants Methods 
Students Eight interviews to students from the programs of: Civil Engineering, 

Political Sciences, and Industrial Engineering. Seven women and one 
man. 

Regional organisations Four interviews to: Chaparral Major’s office, Chaparral Aqueduct man-
ager, Chaparral Women’s network for peace, Chaparral Hospital man-
ager 

Peace and Region Team One focus group with six regional tutors 
Three interviews to: Program’s director, Academic Coordinator, and 
Projects Coordinator 

Faculty  One interview to a full-time lecturer involved with the program 
Institutional Leadership Two interviews: Rector and Provost 
Researchers Documentary analysis:  

Thesis related to Chaparral 
UI Social responsibility policy 
UI Institutional Education Project 
UI Curricular reform assessment 2018 
Institutional Development Plan 2014–2018 
UI Curricular Guidelines 2011 
Peace and Region Semester Regulation 2017 
Peace and Region Internal recompilation of learning materials  

 
The instruments for data collection were guided by the human capabilities approach and centred 

the attention on the expansion of capabilities related to learning processes enhanced by the P&R pro-
gram. Special consideration of the well-being and agency of all the stakeholders involved in the process 
was also central in the analysis. 

 

4.4.3. Data Analysis for the Current Study 
 
The authors were part of the research design and data collection processes for the two case studies 

and worked together with researchers from the UI. To advance in the study of the cases, we analysed 
the raw data with two criteria: the values of human development and the central elements that consti-
tute the RTPS. We triangulated the data gathered in the interviews, focus groups and workshops with 
institutional documents and analysed it following the categorisation in Table 3. The categorisation was 
done separately for each one of the categories. 

 
Table 3. Data analysis categories. 

Human Development Values Regional Transition Paths to Sustainability 
Equity Interdependent socio-technical systems 
Sustainability Organisations and institutions involved 
Participation and empowerment Multi-scalarity 
Efficiency Plasticity 
 Relational space 

 
Human development and RTPS place a strong emphasis on the equal importance of the process 

and the results. Our analysis is crossed by focusing on how just transitions are configured based on 
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these theoretical frameworks, taking our case studies as references. Therefore, in our discussion section, 
we present the findings for each case study differentiating the process and the results dimensions using 
the two analytical frameworks. 

4.5. Discussion 
In Section 2, we argued that merging the two analytical approaches, RTPS and human development, 

can provide us with an adequate approach to discuss to what extent the UI is contributing to a just 
transition through two specific initiatives. As we stated in the introduction, this is especially relevant in 
Global South contexts, where social justice must be a goal of any sustainable transition [18]. Following 
Loorbach’s complexity-based governance framework, which distinguishes four types of governance ac-
tivities [73], we argue that the capabilities list is a strategic university policy activity, and the P&R pro-
gramme can be framed as an operational programme that roots the university regional commitment 
into its teaching, research and social outreach missional functions. Both cases have an experimental 
nature that aims to enhance a normative regional view. The regional dimension of the transition path-
ways shaped by specific organisations and institutions is directly addressed in both case studies. Rec-
ognising that place-specificity and scale influence the transition processes [51] is crucial to analyse how 
a regional university acts as an intermediary to challenge path-dependency. 

From one side, the human development approach provides the following analytical elements: (1) its 
core values (equity, participation, sustainability, and efficiency) that will allow assessing the content of 
the list and the main features of the P&R programme; (2) the capabilities expansion as a result of both 
initiatives. From another side, the RTPS framework provides central elements to observe the two initia-
tives: the relevance and dependence of the spatial context; the multi-scalar nature of transitions; 
changes at the micro-level that can influence pathways and trigger new institutional arrangements and 
a process-centred perspective. Supporting our analysis in our case studies, we explore how a regional 
university, from its core activities of teaching, research, and social outreach operated from its campus, 
can contribute, or not to just transitions. Figure 3 depicts our understanding of how universities as 
critical actors to engage regional governments, enterprises, social organisations, and their inner com-
munity can trigger multi-scalar processes towards social justice and sustainability. Following this rea-
soning, in Section 5.1, we analyse the capabilities list; in Section 5.2, we approach the P&R program; in 
Section 5.3, we discuss to what extent the two initiatives are contributing or not to a just transition in 
this regional context. 

 

Figure 3. Human Development and RTPS to analyse the role of universities in the promotion of just transitions. 
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4.5.1. The UI’s Capabilities List 

4.5.1.1. On the Content of the List 
Examining the content of the list reveals a strong connection with three of the four core values of 

human development. Equity is central in the definition of the training capabilities: A university commu-
nity capable of training people, professionals, and citizens with critical thinking, ethical principles, and 
sensitivity regarding social differences and needs (cap. #1) or in accordance with criteria of justice, fair-
ness, and respect for differences (cap. #2). References to equity also appear in the cap. #4 related to 
how the generation and appropriation of knowledge should respond to aspirations, challenges, and 
problems that affect the various actors in the territory. 

Participation and empowerment are the preferred values for the UI’s community. We can find ref-
erences to them in all the eight capabilities, those related to the training characteristics (critical thinking, 
ethical principles, and sensitivity (cap. #1), with reasoned and responsible decisions (cap. #2). Addition-
ally, as part of interactions with other actors: fostering interconnections with companies, communities, 
and students to develop innovative projects (cap. # 8); in its internal operation: a university community 
capable of reflecting and building critically on their being and daily work (cap. #5); creating relationships 
that build trust and recognition among its members (cap. #6) or promoting a dialogue that is well in-
formed, clear, transparent, and respectful of freedom and differences of opinion (cap. #7). References 
to the capability to enact changes and expand agency appear clearly in cap. #7: develop the personal 
power to choose and act in the social and political environment, in cap. #3: rebuilding and appropriating 
its territory collectively and in cap. #8: to make possible a truly local development with a global per-
spective. 

On the contrary, efficiency, understood as the optimal use of existing resources, is absent in the list. 
Even when the list mentions a university community capable of fostering interconnections between 
different actors to develop innovative projects, the aspiration is to respect territorial needs, build trust 
and take care of the common good. 

Finally, references to sustainability appear clearly in cap. #3: appropriating its territory collectively, 
through dialogue and mutual understanding, committing itself to nature, culture, and diversity of 
knowledge for connivance and peace and in cap. #6: build trust and recognition among its members 
and the environment in which they are immersed. 

When the list is analysed from the RTPS we find coherence between the UI mission and what its 
community considers valuable individually and collectively. It is clear in each of the eight capabilities 
that the UI has a normative regional vision that puts the environment, social well-being, and civic coex-
istence at its centre. That is also included in its thematic research areas and, to a lesser extent, in the 
academic programs offer. The UI community expresses the characteristics of a university engaged with 
the region, when it states the sensitivity regarding social differences and needs (cap. #1); rebuilding and 
appropriating its territory collectively (cap. #3), generation and appropriation of knowledge to respond 
to aspirations, challenges, and problems that the various actors in the territory (cap. #4); care for the 
environment (cap. #6); and fostering interconnections with companies, communities, and students to 
develop innovative projects that respond to territorial needs (cap. #8). 

The expression of what is valuable for the university community and its multiple local partners in 
the list shows the explicit intention to influence short- and long-term regional paths at a strategic level. 
As the rector stated, the most valuable contribution of the UI is “a regional consciousness, a regional 
commitment [which is visible] in the environment, in curricula, in the regions’ outlook”. 

The list also draws tactical regional paths based on coalitions and cooperation among regional ac-
tors when states that the territory is socially constructed (cap. #3), that a constructive interaction among 
different stakeholders is central to act in a joint regional vision (cap. #7), and that weave nets is the way 
to make possible a truly local development with a global perspective (cap. #8). The operational level of 
the list was started to define, in the second stage of the process, when the capabilities were displayed 
in a systemic, interconnected way and enablers and disablers were identified. A third stage to develop 
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operational instruments was truncated by the change of university government and a more conservative 
vision of the policy-making process from the university board. 

The ambition to be a decisive regional actor with a positive reputation and insertion of the UI in the 
regional context lays the ground for the UI to be an experimental frontrunner to trigger new institutional 
settings [61]. Moreover, the directionality expressed in the list suggests that new institutional arrange-
ments should be multi-actor, inclusive, and respectful of the people and the environment. However, the 
extent to which the UI has influenced RTPS and could trigger transformation through its joint vision 
requires further research grounded in approaches developed in the RTPS field (i.e., a transition topology 
as the one developed by Pflitsch and Radinger-Peer (2018) [74]). 

4.5.1.2. On the Process of Building the List 
 
From a human development perspective, as presented with more details elsewhere [65], the partic-

ipatory process for constructing the capabilities list expanded the epistemic capability of the partici-
pants. Following Fricker [75], the epistemic contribution capability is the real opportunity to produce 
and share information. This capability was expanded individually and in groups. Individually, in phase 1, 
when the participants evoked their experiences, moments, situations, and people that have been pleas-
ant, valuable, and/or significant on their path at UI. Collectively, in the four-station journey, when they 
argued about how the university could contribute to the region and/or vice versa; the characteristics of 
a person they consider as a comprehensive trainer; the aspects of the university they would either retain 
or remove; and the values, knowledge, practices, and emotions that describe a humanist and autono-
mous leader. In the second phase, the epistemic capability was also enhanced when participants expe-
rienced the Capability Gallery when each person observed, experienced, and reflected on the capabilities 
presented. 

Apart from the central epistemic capability, other capabilities have been expanded. We can mention 
the practical reason capability understood as making well-reasoned, informed, critical, independent, 
intellectually acute, socially responsible, and reflective choices [39] and, enacted during collective mo-
ments, the social relationships capability, understood as being able to participate in a group to learn, 
work with others to solve problems or tasks, and collaborative and participatory learning [39]. 

The list’s construction methodology was designed to be highly inclusive with regional partners and 
alumni included so that the aspirational guiding vision for the UI had the recognition of wide regional 
underlying institutional dynamics. The multi-scalar nature of regional paths was also included in the 
construction process. When participants were asked to state the fundamental characteristics that the UI 
should have to fulfil its mission and endure in time; the current enablers and disablers to expand the 
collective capabilities; the required short and long-term changes for the UI and the region were con-
stantly in negotiation. The UI defines itself as a regional university. Therefore, space is a central element. 
In the first phase, a specific stage in the workshop was dedicated to the definition of the region and 
how the university can contribute to it and vice versa. In this sense, participants discussed how context-
specific activities could draw specific action pathways. 

The list’s ambition was twofold. Firstly, to empower the university community through the process 
(internal and regional partners) to express what they value and want to expand through the UI. Secondly 
to set a high-level strategy to guide the university policies in the long-term so the coherence with its 
normative regional vision would be preserved. The first ambition was fulfilled, but the second is still 
uncertain. All processes are contextual and dependent on constant negotiations and adjustments that 
mould the pathways. From a RTPS perspective, the list could be seen as an attempt to trigger new 
institutional arrangements to foster a regional directionality towards just transitions. However, as has 
been showed in many analysis of socio-technical transitions [76], power issues can strongly influence 
directionality and are constantly moulding pathways to sustainability. 
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4.5.2. Peace and Region Program 

4.5.2.1. Learning and Capabilities Expansion 
 
Previously explained in Section 3, P&R is an undergraduate curricular strategy that links students 

with projects in rural and urban municipalities of the Tolima region. It is based on different pedagogical 
strategies devoted to promoting an active, dialogical, contextual, and collaborative learning environ-
ment, as shown in Table 4 [76–78]. It is also informed by a project-based learning approach [80] de-
signed around specific questions or problems that require autonomous learning and decision-making 
processes. Those questions and problems are based on community needs following a service-learning 
approach [81]. 

Table 4. Pedagogical strategies and learning types in the Peace and Region Program. 

Pedagogical Strategy or Learning Mode Peace and Region 
Active: The student learns by acting and reflecting 
on her actions [77] 

Learning by action, with constant reflections on atti-
tudes and values. 

Contextual: Critical application of knowledge in real 
situations  

Territory as a learning space. Re-valorisation of the 
meaning of space and citizenship. 
 

Cooperative or collaborative: Relational learning 
based on joint purposes beyond their own interests 
[78] 

Interdependence and interaction with actors in the 
territory. Responsibility and communication skills. 

Project-based: Learning process designed around 
specific questions or problems that requires autono-
mous learning and decision-making processes [80] 

Based on projects with autonomous work with the 
support of disciplinary UI lectures. Co-production of 
solutions with the community.  

Dialogic: Learning based on communication, interac-
tion, dialogue, and consensus/dissent among partici-
pants [79]  

Egalitarian dialogue and creation of meaning. 
Reflexive transformation of the environment. 

Service-learning: based on community needs [81]  Learning through sense-making of contextual needs 
and participatory approaches to solving them 

 
From a human development perspective, we can argue that P&R is based on a participatory ap-

proach where the different actors involved (local organisations, students, lecturers, regional advisors) 
work together to develop a learning environment. At the same time, the projects developed by the 
students should address problems identified by regional tutors and local organisations. Detailed scru-
tiny of those problems’ content reveals differences between the priorities detected by local municipali-
ties and companies that those highlighted by social organisations. Local municipalities and companies 
are most inclined to identify sustainability needs (understood in terms of preventing or mitigating en-
vironmental hazards) and efficiency (how students can help local municipalities be more efficient in their 
performance). Some interviewees consider the UI students as bearers of technological novelties that 
can optimise local services: “they bring technological novelties, industrial and technological revolution-
aries’ ideas”; “they helped us to optimise the sanitation service”. 

Social organisations also value the technical contributions of UI students: “the interns helped us to 
manage social networks, to prepare a news stories, photographs, and with writing styles”. However, they 
also consider that the students are closer to the social contexts in Tolima’s region. As one of the former 
students of P&R said: “P&R gave me the opportunity to get to know the region, how it works, and how 
it is being prepared as a real actor of the post-conflict”. However, even if we can appreciate these dif-
ferences de-voted to the profile of the hosting organisations, in terms of students’ capability expan-
sion, results are homogenous. Firstly, P&R contributes to expanding capabilities related to knowledge 
acquisition. Although this capability already exists in students, P&R contributes to acquiring multidisci-
plinary and contextual knowledge. One example of multidisciplinary knowledge is this quote from an 
interview with an engineering student: “Well, I am not doing what an [engineer] does, but what a social 
communications person does. However, the idea is to grow professionally or have another type of 
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experience and not just business experience. [P&R] did open my mind, it opened my vision to other 
branches of a professional environment”. 

Another example of contextual knowledge is this quote from a student involved with a social or-
ganisation: “When you come to the network you realise the sacrifice that women undertake. In the sense 
that they are mothers, they have their other jobs, but nevertheless, they are there, they are there to keep 
the office hours of the network...Being in the women’s network was like: “Listen, you have to sweat it, 
you have to fight it, you have to intervene, you have to send letters, you have to make presentations, 
you have to influence the politics and policies for the people”...At that point, it served as an example for 
me. Showing me how a simple organisation and a group of women can contribute to society or create 
an outcome.” 

The learning acquired helps expand the capability to achieve critical thinking, which the students’ 
value as key to their personal and professional future. As one of the students interviewed stated: “When 
there is a problem, there is something in the background, something that is causing it. It does help you 
to look for, and investigate, the why and what is happening in the community and in the people causing 
that situation. Not to look at the problem as a problem but as a situation, an alteration in the commu-
nity”. 

Moreover, students expand their capability to learn. Many students were reluctant and suspicious 
about a new learning opportunity at the beginning of the process. However, during the P&R semester, 
the daily presence in the context and interactions with other students and local actors enhanced the 
learning capability. “It’s very different when they tell you: “A flowchart is done like this, a process flow is 
done like this”. Yes, they give you the basic case, they tell you the story, but from this experience of P&R 
I had to do everything. You start to identify and think: “Hey, how do I do it? How can I put that down 
on paper so that the person who comes and sees it understands what we can do?””. 

Finally, one capability that is definitively expanded is practical reasoning. It is understood as making 
well-reasoned, informed, critical, independent, intellectually acute, socially responsible, and reflective 
choices [39]. Throughout the P&R process, students should reason, reflect, co-produce, and communi-
cate. All of that allows students to make more informed and critical decisions about their future. This 
quote reveals the essence of this capability: “I believe that P&R trains you in values more than anything 
else. You are committed and ready for whatever they need because that’s what you went there to do, 
to help. It teaches you values, and that is very important for your personal and professional life”. 

4.5.3. A Spatial Analysis 
 
When it comes to the space dimension, through the P&R program, diverse actors such as local 

authorities, formal and informal producers’ associations, civic foundations, and public services providers 
define their notion of territory in terms of the culture, values, needs, challenges dynamically. The UI also 
states and acts on a relational base of the territory by expanding its campus to the region and encour-
aging experimentation with a transdisciplinary base attached to the students’ formative process. There-
fore, the UI’s role in this Colombian regional context is also a good example of the interdependence of 
socio-technical systems. As Kanger (2020) [52], (p. 352) points out: “an education system that would 
integrate sustainability issues to every subject on all levels could play a foundational role in supporting 
transitions in other systems by socialising a whole generation of people in a considerably different man-
ner (…) This, in turn, can contribute to the alleviation of resource pressures on energy, mobility and food 
systems”. We argue that P&R, as part of the educational socio-technical system in the Tolima’s regions, 
is playing this role not only in training students but also in fostering co-creation processes with local 
stakeholders to enrich projects. Such an approach facilitates lasting solutions and capacity-building in 
communities for managing their own transition pathways, and challenges current institutional arrange-
ments. Another relevant contribution of P&R to a more nuanced spatial understanding of the challenges 
that the Tolima faces is identifying and addressing those challenges. Students are asked to approach a 
specific local context from the beginning of the semester and identify its needs and challenges. As one 
of the companies interviewed stated, talking about the relationship between the UI and local companies: 
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“We have recovered a broken bond. We build with, and for, local companies. The P&R programme offers 
a real immersion, real participation. It is not only the intern’s support…we value the process continuity; 
the students become part of our organisation. We also value the dynamic and flexible planning”. 

In that sense, the local context is understood holistically, avoiding compartmentalisation of socio-
technical systems. The P&R programme does not focus on specific systems but a collective understand-
ing of challenges. From a RTPS perspective, the programme captures this complexity and moulds micro-
dynamics to socially fair and sustainable paths. In that way, the UI is immersed in local internal dynamics 
and builds transdisciplinary bridges to propose specific action lines. 

Finally, since the UI is an influential actor at a regional scale, a By working with local governments, 
faculty and students improve policy coordination in the different government secretaries (agriculture, 
infrastructure, planning, and mobility, among others). It also advocates for the engagement with a broad 
range of actors where communities and their well-being are at the centre, which increases social ac-
ceptance, absorption, and acceleration of sustainability practices. 

However, the temporal scope to which P&R is contributing to sustainability remains to be seen 
through more in-depth studies. As we suggested in the capabilities list, a transition topology could 
provide a more comprehensive view of the UI’s role in new organisational and institutional arrange-
ments towards regional sustainability. The programme was conceptualised and operated from a people-
centred regional development notion. However, the region cannot thrive without preserving its natural 
resources endowment; that is why the lines of action include an ecological dimension. P&R is still under 
an experimental pathway and learning by doing. 

4.5.4. Is the UI Contributing to Just Transitions? 
 
Swilling [18] argues that just transitions are processes where incremental and increasingly radical 

changes accumulate over time and head toward the SDGs. The result is a welfare state based on greater 
environmental sustainability and social justice. These changes arise from a great multiplicity of struggles, 
each with its own context-specific spatial and temporal dimensions. 

We analysed how the UI can be a relevant change actor in its regional context. Change comes from 
the directionality that inspires its activities, from the role that the UI plays in its regional context by 
convening multiple actors, from the knowledge produced and the capability expansion in the UI’s ac-
tivities. However, our study has a limited temporal scope, and we cannot observe if those changes have 
a broader and long-term influence on the whole regional context. It depends, among other factors, on 
the influence of other regional actors and institutions both inside and outside the UI. However, we can 
argue that micro-level transformations are in place, and those transformations have a specific direction-
ality grounded in environmental sustainability and social justice, as Swilling [18] proposes. 

The directionality is clearly expressed in the content of the capability list: teaching, researching, 
outreaching, and governing the UI should be based on core values such as participation, empowerment, 
equity, sustainability, inclusiveness and triggered by a network of different actors. All of that resonates 
clearly with the normative ambition of a just transition. 

Moreover, during the process of building the list and participating in P&R, we found capability ex-
pansions. Swilling [18] and Ramos-Mejía et al. [21] point out that transitions should consider capabilities’ 
expansion and deprivation as a proxy of how just a transition is, especially in Global South contexts. We 
found that the epistemic, learning, social network, and practical reason capabilities are outcomes of the 
two processes. Going back to the idea of micro-level transformations pointed out by the RTPS; we argue 
that scrutinising if those transformations are contributing to a just transition is the degree of human 
capabilities expansion. 

Another consideration when discussing the idea of a just transition is the inclusive character of both 
initiatives that show a genuine willingness to sustain co-creation processes. The list was made with 
greater involvement of the UI community, including external actors as companies, municipalities, and 
social organisations. P&R is based on the participation of a broad range of regional actors. The list is an 
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example of a co-produced document with the help of participatory methodologies. In P&R, students 
design solutions for local problems by interacting with local actors and regional tutors. Both initiatives 
are good examples of the relevance of transdisciplinary knowledge produced through the interaction 
between academic and non-academic actors. As pointed out by Stephens et al. [14], this is how HEIs 
can enact change at the regional level towards sustainability and, we add, social justice. 

However, as discussed previously, the influence of the microchanges that the list and P&R can have 
in a broad temporal scope should be researched. Both initiatives have contributed, at the moment, to 
expand several capabilities and sustainability in a broad sense. 

Nevertheless, the UI is part of a historically regional governance structure in which the relationship 
between HEIs and their regional environment is critical. Organisational and institutional normative 
change is also multi-scalar within the HEIs (from HEI management to individual researchers and time-
dependent), which shapes its expansion to a desired regional development. Hence, triggering change 
within and outside the HEIs requires both bottom-up activities (coming from single organisations) and 
top-down approaches (with more comprehensive organisational coordination) [74]. So far, the UI has 
expanded its potential as a regional broker by enabling co-creation spaces to respond to local chal-
lenges and actively promote desirable regional pathways. 

Explicitly discussing the kind of development in a particular regional setting through the lens of 
human capabilities provides a cross-fertilisation for the RTPS needed not only theoretically but also 
empirically. The notion of justice in the centre of the dis-cussion [82] and how it can be triggered by 
local actors such as universities strengthen the RTPS analytical framework and opens up possibilities in 
Global South contexts. 

4.6. Conclusions 
 

HEIs and particularly universities are central organisations that can act as bridges between diverse 
actors and, more importantly, act as promoters and amplifiers of just transitions. This paper discusses 
how a Colombian regional university, the UI, plays this role through two initiatives: a governance exper-
iment piloted between 2018 and 2019 that constructed, following a participatory process, an aspira-
tional vision for this university through the definition of eight human capabilities. The second is a formal 
curriculum regional programme named P&R. It was established in 2010 as a service-learning strategy 
for final-year undergraduates as a requisite for graduation. During one semester, university students 
get involved in interdisciplinary projects, working and living with the communities to contribute to peace 
and local development. 

To analyse the contribution of these two initiatives towards a just transition, we built a specific an-
alytical framework based on the human development capability approach and RTPS. We argue that 
combining the two frameworks is crucial to understanding the UI’s contributions to just transitions in 
Global South contexts characterised by environmental, social, and institutional un-sustainability. 

Exploring both the content and the process of building the list and perceptions of the different 
actors involved in the P&R programme, we found that both initiatives have a solid normative direction-
ality grounded in core values such as participation, empowerment, equity, sustainability, inclusiveness 
triggered by a network of different actors. All of that resonates clearly with the normative ambition of a 
just transition. Moreover, in both processes, people involved have expanded human capabilities (such 
as learning and epistemic capability) that contribute to a just transition. Both initiatives are also sound 
examples of the relevance of holistic and transdisciplinary knowledge produced through academic and 
non-academic actors’ interaction. 

However, further research should be undertaken to analyse to what extent these initiatives are trig-
gering long term transition pathways in contexts characterised by lower human development. How to 
bring about paths to sustainability in regions where institutional and organisational changes are per-
meated by social conflict is at stake. Challenges go beyond what has been spotted in the transitions 
literature, primarily based on developed and industrialised economies. Our case studies argue that 
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context matters even more in Global South regional settings characterised by resource endowments, 
socio-political struggles, corrupt political systems, which require going beyond organisational and sin-
gle socio-technical systems path-dependence. A next step to further explore the UI’s role in Tolima to 
triggering just RTPS is the construction of a transition topology to capture micro-level institutional and 
organisational change processes over time [74]. Such a topology would need to be strengthened with 
a human development perspective, so identifying boundary-spanning activities would also depict if the 
regional paths expand human capabilities. 
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5 The role of transformative innovation for SDGs localisa-
tion. Insights from the South-African “Living Catchment Pro-

ject” 
 
 

 
Abstract 
 
The 2030 Agenda positioned Science, Technology and Innovation as crucial means for achieving the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This paper explores how a localised South-African policy exper-
iment named the ‘Living Catchments Project’ (LC Project) contributes towards the SDGs. This project is 
part of a portfolio of experiments to trigger innovation for transformative change in South Africa. LCP 
team worked directly with the Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC) researchers on add-
ing a transformative layer to the project’s design and implementation. The project embraces uncertainty 
and complexity by promoting experimentation to inform and facilitate learning processes and changes 
in people, organisations and institutions. Additionally, we combine the TIP perspective with core con-
cepts of the capability approach: capabilities, agency, democratic deliberation and conversion factors. 
With this integrated approach, we explore what the capability approach can offer to the LCP experiment. 
We conclude with policy recommendations on the potentialities and constraints of the combined TIP- 
capability approach for achieving the SDGs and conducting transformative innovation experiments. 

5.1. Introduction 
 
Global challenges represented by the SDGs are a unique opportunity for systems transformation, 

bringing together social, ecological, economic and technical innovation. The 2030 Agenda provides an 
urgent, inclusive and value-creating direction towards equity and sustainability that calls for new re-
search and policy approaches (Schot et al., 2019).  

The 2030 Agenda, unanimously adopted at the United Nations Sustainable Development Summit 
in September 2015, positioned Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) as crucial means for achieving 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Furthermore, in the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, Member 
States committed to “adopt science, technology and innovation strategies as integral elements of our 
national sustainable development strategies” (United Nations Inter-Agency Task Team, STAIFS and Eu-
ropean Commission, 2021). This contribution explores how a localised South-African policy experiment 
named the ‘Living Catchments Project’ (LC Project)  contributes towards the SDGs.   

The LC Project intends to strengthen water governance in South Africa by building and nurturing 
‘communities of practice’ to enable collaboration, grow capacity for transformative social learning facil-
itation and improve policy-advice practice contributing to the country’s water roadmap. The South Af-
rican National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) leads the project with the financial support of the South 

Based on this publication: 

Boni, A., Velasco, D., & Tau, M. (2021). The Role of Transformative Innovation for SDGs Lo-
calisation. Insights from the South-African “Living Catchments Project.” Journal of Hu-
man Development and Capabilities, 22(4), 737–747. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2021.1986688 
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African Department for Science and Innovation (DSI) and the Water Research Commission (WRC). From 
July 2021, the Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC) worked with the SANBI, WRC and DSI 
teams to strengthen the transformative potential of the experimental initiatives.   

To assess the contribution of this project to alternative policy designs, we propose a way of achiev-
ing the SDGs from a Transformative Innovation Policy (TIP) perspective, which is simultaneously different 
and complementary to the ongoing process of mainstreaming SDGs into current policies. TIP offers an 
integrated and systems approach which targets the underlying connections and trade-offs among the 
SDGs. Furthermore, the approach focuses on the required transitions to reach societal and environmen-
tal transformation, enabling the empowerment of sustainable alternatives through localised and inclu-
sive innovation policies (Schot et al., 2018). Additionally, we combine the TIP perspective with core con-
cepts of the capability approach (CA): capabilities, agency, democratic deliberation and conversion 
factors. 

In this contribution, we describe the main features of the LC Project and how it contributes to dif-
ferent SGDs. Moreover, by integrating the TIP and Capabilities approaches, we analyse what the CA can 
offer to this particular experiment and TIP in general. Finally, we conclude with policy recommendations 
on the potentialities and constraints of the combined TIP-capability approach for achieving the SDGs 
and conducting transformative innovation experiments. 

5.2. Transformative Innovation Policy and SDGs 
 
According to Schot et al. (2019), there are no best and optimal approaches to complex challenges 

such as those posed by the SDGs. To transform our world, we need a new type of innovation policy. 
One that embraces uncertainty and complexity by promoting experimentation to inform and facilitate 
learning processes and changes in people, organisations and institutions (Molas-Gallart et al., 2021). 
The TIP framework is based on a Multi-Level Perspective on socio-technical transitions as defined by 
Rip and Kemp (1998) and Geels and Schot (2007). The starting point of this framework is that transitions 
are a change (transition) in socio-technical systems. These systems are stable and dominant configura-
tions of practices, relations, discourses, culture, legislation etc., providing ways of performing a particular 
societal function (Smith et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, these system elements are put in place, maintained and destroyed by a wide range of 
actors whose behaviour is configured by ongoing formal and informal rules or institutions. These rules 
contain behavioural instructions, beliefs and values concerning all system dimensions. Together they 
form a socio-technical regime. In the end, a system transformation is about changing the system and 
constructing a new regime (rule-set) using the innovative capacities of all relevant actors.  

 
TIP proposes six principles to design policy with transformative potential (Schot et al., 2019: 23-24).  
 
 Directionality: STI is not neutral (i.e. enhancing productivity at a high environmental and social 

cost). Transformation requires experimentation to trigger sustainability pathways that enable 
social critical appraisal and learning. 

 Societal goal: policy focused on goals such as the SDGs or grand challenges.  
 Systems-level impact: addressing changes at the social and technical levels.  
 Learning and reflexivity: promoting second-order or “deep learning”, which implies changes in 

the mindset and assumptions embedded in dominant practices.  
 Conflict and consensus: different views about what is at stake in systems transformation can 

lead to conflict. Transformation welcomes conflict and includes it as part of the process.   
 Inclusiveness: providing voice and agency to actors excluded from policy processes, such as civil 

society, users and marginalised communities.  
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From a transformative STI policy point of view, three types of SDGs can be distinguished (see figure 

1):  
 
1. SDGs that cover a specific or a more comprehensive range of socio-technical systems –com-

prises links and functions in the relations of production, diffusion and use of technology, which 
are configured to respond to social needs and challenges, such as energy, water, food produc-
tion- or application areas. For example, SDG 3 on health, SDG 4 on education, SDG 6 on clean 
water and sanitation, SDG 7 on affordable and clean energy; but also SDG 9 on Innovation, 
industry and infrastructure, SDG 11 on sustainable cities and communities, SDG 14 on life below 
water, and SDG 15 about life on land. These are directly linked to a range of systems. 

2. SDGs that emphasise ‘crosscutting directions’ or directionality. SDG 1 No poverty, SDG 2 Zero 
Hunger, SDG 5 Gender Equality, SDG 8 Decent work and economic growth, SDG 10 Reduced 
inequalities, SDG 12 responsible production and consumption, and SDG 13 Climate Action. 

3. SDGs directed to structural and necessary conditions for transformation. SDG 16 Peace, Justice 
and Strong Institutions, and SDG 17 Partnerships for the SDGs include governance arrange-
ments among the state, the market, civil society and science. 

 
Figure 1: A transformative innovation policy on the SDGs.  

Source: Schot et al., 2018. 

These distinctions allow countries, regions and international organisations to focus their efforts on 
transforming socio-technical systems for long-term transitions guided by the SDGs. 

5.3. Adding a capability layer to transformative innovation policy 
 
TIP's core concepts can be scrutinised from the capability approach (CA) to add a transformative 

layer grounded on human development (Pellicer-Sifres et al., 2017). Firstly, the notion of capabilities or 



 

71 
 

the real opportunities people have to be or do what they have reason to value, at an individual or a 
collective level (Sen 1999). In that sense, experiments framed through TIP should aim to expand people's 
capabilities and remove the obstacles that hinder fair transitions to sustainability. CA reinforces the idea 
of equity in TIP, stressing that innovation processes must not enlarge inequalities. 

The second contribution is the idea of agency, understood as freedom people have to shape their 
own lives and pursue their goals (Walker and Unterhalter 2007). In TIP, agency is one of the main ele-
ments, and it has a particular direction: experiments should enhance people’s agency to construct a new 
socio-technical system. It is for this reason that learning and reflexivity have such an important role to 
play. Actors need to use their agency, question the rules they use in their daily practices, unmake them, 
and become active rule-makers (Molas-Gallart et al., 2021). 

Thirdly, the processes dimension in the CA includes deliberative democracy. Public discussion and 
democratic decision-making (Crocker 2008) have a crucial role. The CA advocates for socially embedded 
agents who participate in political and social affairs shaping their social lives. What constitutes a good 
life and well-being is socially defined and declared. In this sense, as Capriati (2013:11) suggests, democ-
racy provides an essential starting point for setting up innovation policies as it strengthens individual 
freedoms and enables actors to ‘to learn from one another’. Moreover, it also plays a crucial instrumental 
role in enabling institutions to adequately address innovation. Innovation must be governed, in partic-
ular when it addresses societal goals. All this requires more participation and greater democratic control: 
citizens must be encouraged to participate fully in their community and in the discussion of innovation 
policies.   

Finally, the CA adds the conversion factors (Robeyns 2005), which are the personal traits (e.g. phys-
ical condition, gender, ethnicity or intelligence), social arrangements (e.g., public policies, norms, values, 
power relations) and environmental conditions (e.g., pollution, state of the roads, communication) that 
determine the ability of a person to convert a specific vector of commodities into capabilities or valuable 
outcomes. Devote attention to personal characteristics and structural constraints in experimentation 
links TIP to broader historical, social, cultural, institutional, and political evolution, making them context-
dependent (Capriati, 2013; Arocena and Sutz, 2012).  

The following section provides a brief description of the LC project, highlighting its connections with 
the SDGs. Then, we go back to the fundamental concepts of the CA to strengthen the analysis and policy 
recommendations. 

5.3.1. The ‘Living Catchments Project’ 
Water is an essential resource underpinning the development agenda of any country. Water scarcity 

has emerged as one of the most significant global challenges of the 21st century. South Africa is also 
not spared from this reality. The country faces several water challenges, including the security of supply, 
degradation of ecological infrastructure, poor landscape governance and resource pollution. These are 
compounded by ageing built infrastructure, a growing population that requires health and well being 
and the impact of climate change.  

The Water Research, Development and Innovation Roadmap (Water RDI Roadmap) is a ten-year 
(2015-2025) national planning intervention to implement research, development and innovation pro-
jects to address water scarcity in South Africa. The LC project is part of the Water RDI Roadmap to create 
more resilient, resourced, and relational communities at both catchment and national scales. In addition, 
it intends to integrate cutting edge research in governing the equitable, productive and sustainable use 
of water resources and ecosystem goods and services. The project takes place in four catchments in 
South Africa: the uMzimvubu, Tugela, Berg-Breede and Olifants catchments (Tau et al., 2020). 

TIPC is a five-year programme focused on policy experimentation, evaluation, capacity building and 
research agenda development. An overarching ambition is to see the widespread adoption of new 
transformative innovation policies and practices across the globe (SDG 9). As part of TIPC, South Africa 
has set a portfolio of experiments to trigger innovation for transformative change. The LC project was 
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selected as the first project to work directly with TIPC researchers to enhance the project’s design and 
implementation based on a formative evaluation guided by the TIP principles (Molas-Gallart et al., 2021).  

The experimental policy engagement was developed through a three modules methodology with 
seven co-creation sessions (July-October 2020). In the first module, the team enriched a theory of 
change (ToC), or the explicit definition of the ideas and hypotheses (theories) about change produced 
through the project implementation (van Es et al., 2015). The second module connected the ToC with 
guiding processes and outcomes to unlock transformation. As a result, the LC project defined five out-
comes.  The third module set the bases for a monitoring, evaluation and learning plan to guide the 
project’s contributions to the Water RDI Roadmap, aligned with the Clean Water and Sanitation SDG. 
Figure 2 represents the ToC of this experiment with the five outcomes identified and the activities and 
outputs conducive to these outcomes. 
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Figure 2. Living Catchment Project Outcomes 

Source. TIPC (2021) 

5.3.1.1. Contribution to SDGs 
As figure #2 shows, the LC project relates mainly to SDG #6 devoted to improving clean water and 

sanitation. However, the LC project also aims to transform the innovation system (SDG #9). By having a 
transformative approach to social learning (outcome 4) and a different approach to policy advice 
grounded on current and future needs gathered with broad participation (outcome 5), the project focus 
goes beyond the action on the water system. 

The cluster of SDGs most relevant to the LC project indicates structural and necessary conditions for 
transformation (SDGs #6 and #7). Not only outcome #5 indicates a suitable policy change, but also 
outcomes #1, #2 and #4 show the relevance of good partnerships and just institutions: Catchment based 
social spaces foster agency, trust, connection, convening, collaboration, co-creation, co-learning, and 
agenda-setting between scientists, policymakers, implementers & local stakeholders;  social spaces fos-
tering collaboration & co-learning are sustainable and locally institutionalised. 

Finally, SDGs indicating directionality is not shown clearly on the ToC but underpins the project aims. 
We emphasise SDGs #12 and #13. The LC project aims to contribute to ongoing water challenges that 
pose a dilemma to South Africa’s development agenda. The country faces difficult economic and soci-
etal choices between the production sector demands and ongoing rapid urbanisation (Tau et al., 2020). 

5.3.1.2. Adding a capability layer to the LC project 
Although the LC project was not designed using the human capabilities framework, the overall goal 

is to improve the well-being of the inhabitants of the living catchments providing water security.  How-
ever, if the project had been inspired by human development, the LC project would have incorporated 
dimensions such as reducing inequalities (SDG10) or gender equality (SDG5). 

In terms of capabilities,  the LC project aims to expand those related to social relations, social net-
works, and even epistemic capabilities of differerent participants, which is coherent with the TIP ap-
proach. However, by adding the CA, the LC project could have explicitly included the relevance of epis-
temic justice in the formative evaluation process, incorporating less privileged participants' voices with 
appropriate participatory methodologies (Walker and Boni, 2020).  

Agency and deliberative democracy are critical components of this project. As we have mentioned 
before, the TIP approach (and its formative evaluation methodology) stresses the importance of learning 
and reflexivity to build agency. Moreover, the LC project advocates institutionalising social spaces for 
collaboration and co-learning and a different approach to water governance.  

Finally, we argue that LC project could have benefited from paying attention to personal and social 
conversion factors. It could have provided more information on participants' characteristics, relevant to 
inclusion and participation in the formative evaluation process.  Moreover, a better account of social 
conversion factors would have provided a more situated understanding of the experiment. The LC Pro-
ject team is compounded by very experienced practitioners in the biodiversity area, both in terms of 
methodologies and policymaking. It would have made a difference if the TIPC researchers team had 
allocated a previous stage to understand their methodologies, tensions, concerns. 

5.4. Policy recommendations 
 
The TIPC is an association of researchers, policymakers and funding agencies working together on 

generating new frameworks, standards and narratives with a transdisciplinary approach towards the 
acceleration of systems transformation in tune with the SDGs achievement. The consortium uses a 
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formative evaluation focused on learning and reflexivity, providing adaptive and flexible implementation 
of initiatives such as the LC project.  

Through an intense engagement between diverse team members, the team experimented with the 
TIPC methodology from a critical standpoint. We can summarise the main policy recommendations as: 

 Experimentation is a novel yet difficult way of approaching policy design and implementation. Dur-
ing the experiment cycle, policymakers and practitioners require heavy involvement and commit-
ment to add the reflexivity and learning layer that can lead to sustainability transitions. Hence, align-
ment and support from the organisations involved is needed, both in financial and human resources. 
However, system transformation in the mid and long term is expected to make the initial investment 
worthwhile.  

 The DSI selected the LC project to engage with a TIP approach, which allowed the team to spare 14 
weeks to enhance a Theory of Change (ToC) guided by the TIP principles. Mobilising actual trans-
formations and advancement of SDGs across national programs/departments requires integrating 
the TIP principles into national policies, including guidelines on project design. However, that is not 
yet mainstream. Integrating a TIP approach requires national support from the project design and 
through the implementation. 

 The TIP has a normative approach based on the transitions to sustainability literature. However, a 
policy design based on co-creation and co-design implies sharing and discussing principles, 
worldviews, context and time-dependent approaches. The experimental policy engagement around 
the LC project unveiled struggles to build a mutual understanding, such as the feeling of imposition 
of a foreign methodology into an approved project designed with context-based methodologies. 
The LC Project Team expected the TIPC researchers to invest more time understanding the project 
background and finding ways to harmonise academic and practical approaches.   

 The TIP approach is mainly focused on systemic transformation pathways assumed to improve hu-
man well-being. An explicit dimension to expanding human capabilities would strengthen the TIP 
policy design, evaluation and implementation, considering the equity dimension. Also, a detailed 
account of personal and social conversion factors can make the experiment more participatory and 
inclusive. 

 On the other hand, the human capabilities approach can be strengthened by the TIP approach on 
providing change pathways aimed at systems transformation towards SDGs achievement. 

 Grouping the SDGs in socio-technical systems and application areas results in robust designs for 
just transitions to sustainability where STI has a crucial role. The LC project has preserved the es-
sence of the SDGs not as instrumental ends but as a guiding framework to move along inclusive 
transformation. 
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6 Discussion 
 
Throughout the chapters, we explored the role and agency of universities in enabling and pro-

moting transitions toward sustainability. The case studies highlight the potential of universities to 
drive systemic transformations, starting with their own domain—higher education—and extending 
to other socio-technical systems. Universities respond to place-based challenges and connect local 
knowledge and learning to global needs through their core mission pillars of teaching, research, and 
social outreach. They serve as vital bridges between diverse academic and non-academic actors, 
studying and facilitating the micro-dynamics of contextual change, making them ideal intermediar-
ies in regime-niche interactions. The diversity of ontologies, epistemologies, theories, methodolo-
gies, and methods within universities equips them to tackle complexity and uncertainty from multi-
ple angles. Particularly significant for advancing just sustainability transitions is the active role 
universities play in developing transdisciplinary approaches to wicked problems, enabling the ex-
ploration of creative and alternative solutions with deep involvement from directly and indirectly 
affected stakeholders (Bernstein, 2015).  

Using the 'Living Catchments Project' as a specific example of transdisciplinary research to foster 
transformative innovation, we explored how experimental spaces that bring together policymakers, 
practitioners, students, researchers, and local communities are crucial for generating collective and 
collaborative knowledge. This knowledge is vital for addressing the complexity inherent in multi-
system challenges. We provided evidence that adopting a human capabilities perspective—one that 
emphasises agency, democratic deliberation, and considers social conversion factors—is essential 
for fully understanding and developing the 'just' aspect of transitions. Throughout the chapters, we 
showed that this approach includes diverse voices and perspectives, thereby fostering inclusivity and 
collective responsibility. 

The discussion is structured around the main findings in each of the previous chapters that con-
tribute to answering the research questions framing this doctoral research. Hence, there will be two 
main subsections, each responding to the two principal research questions. 

6.1. How can universities' knowledge production enhance human develop-
ment within their academic community and the broader communities 
and territories they engage with? 

 
Chapter 2 delves into the potential role universities play in expanding the capabilities of their com-

munities, encompassing faculty, students, administrative and operations staff, alums, and external stake-
holders such as social organisations, companies, governments, and civic society. By adopting a capabil-
ity approach to education, we move beyond traditional distributional measures like access to 
resources—libraries, laboratories, or campus facilities—as indicators of inclusiveness and justice. In-
stead, we emphasise the importance of considering individual and collective conversion factors as a 
starting point to provide differential programmes and curricular strategies that consider differences, 
specific needs and individual capabilities. In this sense, university programs and policies can act as ca-
pability multipliers, offering formal and informal spaces or pedagogical encounters for learning and 
growth that enable diverse functionings (Walker, 2019). 

The human capabilities provide a framework for enabling and enhancing core values of human de-
velopment such as empowerment, equitable distribution of basic skills, sustainability, and the freedom 
to pursue opportunities and achievements. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 4, these values are essential 
to fostering human development. Chapter 3 further highlights the importance of agency, the multi-
dimensionality of well-being, democracy, and public debate as critical elements (Boni & Gasper, 2012). 
We posed central questions about universities' roles: What professionals should we nurture? What kind 
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of research should be prioritised? What types of actors should be engaged in university dialogues? What 
social impact should be targeted in response to local and global challenges?  

The case studies of Universidad de Ibagué (UI) and Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana (Unaula) 
illustrate that universities can go beyond contributing to a neoliberal economic model prioritising hu-
man capital for economic success. Instead, they can focus on addressing deep-rooted injustices stem-
ming from violence and inequality (Boni & Walker, 2013). Both universities collectively constructed ca-
pabilities lists central to their research strategies and mission pillars. This approach embraced a 
constellation of academic and non-academic actors who collaboratively developed, negotiated and in-
tegrated diverse visions and expectations (Velasco et al., 2024). Policies that enhance knowledge crea-
tion based on egalitarian principles, where everyone can contribute to social meaning (Coady, 2017), 
are not only possible but essential in addressing current global polycrises. 

 When looking specifically at the higher education system, which has a core aim of knowledge pro-
duction, the epistemic contribution capability, or the real opportunity of producing knowledge inclu-
sively, becomes central to a university model that is in tune with enhancing human development. The 
production of information, evidence, hypotheses, argumentations, and theories compounded of inter-
pretative concepts and approaches to answer different questions and give meaning to the world we live 
in is part of the human condition and a right that we individually and collectively hold (Fricker, 2015). 
By addressing epistemic injustices related to deliberate action to block social meaning, disregard and 
undervalue the other as a valid knowledge producer, and exclude certain groups from the processes of 
knowledge production and appropriation, universities can enhance human development (Boni & 
Velasco, 2020). The results of both cases show how participatory processes deliberately consider in their 
design the actors that should be included, how research is developed, the meaning of social impact 
related to the territory, and the type of professionals wanted to be part of the academic community and 
the ones formed through the different academic programs. 

Moreover, developing context-specific capabilities lists provides a clear direction for the university's 
role in contributing to the creation of multiple possible worlds and offering desirable visions of the 
future. This directionality acknowledges the inherent tensions and navigates the deep political processes 
involved in determining what is considered appropriate or reasonable in relation to ideas of progress 
and development. These political processes involve negotiations, power dynamics, and the influence of 
various stakeholders, all of which shape the direction of the university's role. Understanding the univer-
sity's role in creating open-ended cognitive spaces—spaces that can be shaped through various peda-
gogical encounters and that embrace diverse and divergent values, understandings, and interests—is 
essential for enabling the realisation of multiple desirable worlds (Stirling, 2024).  

In Chapter 3, we argue that democratic policy-building processes require protected experimental 
spaces where flexible governance arrangements are necessary to maintain open-ended conditions that 
allow for the fluid manifestation of confluences, as seen in the Unaula case, and the development of 
capabilities lists, as in the case of UI. Both cases aimed to transform the university from within, leveraging 
their ethos already rooted in a socially and regionally grounded understanding of development. Nota-
bly, both cases involved creating experimental spaces designed to achieve full organisational transfor-
mation, supported initially by leadership, to mobilise and expand epistemic capabilities beyond the 
groups directly involved in the processes. 

It is also possible, and another way of igniting change, that such experimental governance arrange-
ments are started and rooted in the university community and its stakeholders themselves, creating 
pressure on the dominant university policies and bringing about enduring organisational changes em-
bedded in the institution's ethos. Regardless, navigating expectations and creating spaces for demo-
cratic deliberation with broad inclusiveness of diverse voices are crucial for expanding people’s capabil-
ities (Ghosh et al., 2021). Addressing the politics of policy through well-designed participatory processes 
can pave the way for a human capabilities-centred model of the university. However, this approach is 
not without challenges and potential resistance to maintaining the system's status quo and dominant 
practices. These aspects will be further explored in the discussion of the second question.   



 

78 
 

6.2. What roles can universities play in fostering just transitions that effec-
tively address social challenges? 

Questioning the meaning of development is crucial for advancing just transitions. In Chapter 4, we 
began by examining the concept of sustainable development within specific regional contexts, high-
lighting the importance of economic, institutional, cultural, and social trajectories unique to each terri-
tory. We explored how universities can activate foundational values of human development to create 
regional transition paths to sustainability (RTPS). As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, education is deeply 
intertwined with values. Through the case studies of Unaula and UI, we demonstrated that educational 
processes can serve as powerful multipliers of individual and collective capabilities. These processes 
provide both the means and specific strategies—such as UI's peace and region program and Unaula's 
confluences initiative—to foster a people-centred approach to development. Additionally, we empha-
sised that human development must account for the equitable distribution of resources while remaining 
within the limits of natural resources and the planet's health (McCowan, 2015). 

Universities can serve as vital intermediaries in multi-scalar processes that lead to RTPS. Their close 
connections with local actors position them as effective facilitators between regional and broader insti-
tutional stakeholders. By advancing transdisciplinary approaches to knowledge production, universities 
bridge local and global challenges, contribute to social justice, and support place-specific and multi-
actor negotiations. This not only sparks radical change but also strengthens micro-level networks, 
moulding multiple pathways (Radinger-Peer & Pflitsch, 2017). In this role, universities go beyond re-
sponding to regional challenges with tailored solutions; they create environments that empower com-
munities as change agents, opening up processes where equity, participation, empowerment, and re-
source efficiency are central. This approach fosters a plurality of possibilities balanced by a commitment 
to sustainability (Stirling, 2024).  

In Chapter 3, we introduced the concept of socio-technical systems change by exploring the various 
dimensions of these systems. In Chapter 4, we expanded on this by explaining how change occurs 
through the multi-level perspective (MLP), giving particular attention to the role of different change 
agents in challenging unfair and unsustainable practices—especially those that do not neatly fit within 
fully developed and mature regimes. We highlighted that the interaction between unstable regimes and 
mature niches in Global South settings can offer unique opportunities to drive systems change. Conse-
quently, we emphasised the importance of capturing the complexity of regional changes by examining 
the interactions between (in)mature regimes across different systems and niches, with a particular focus 
on the social aspects of innovation processes. Understanding how cumulative micro-changes unfold 
over time and across various contexts is essential for analysing the role of universities in promoting just 
transitions.  

Universities have the potential to be experimental frontrunners by establishing both permanent and 
temporary organisational structures—such as the UI capabilities list, the Peace and Region Program, or 
the Living Catchment Project discussed in Chapter 5—designed to realign normative cultural and be-
havioural practices. The scale of these efforts may vary depending on the university's formal and infor-
mal institutional settings, but they can be nurtured through experimental spaces across campus opera-
tions, teaching, knowledge generation, outreach, and collaboration. 

From a transitions management perspective, universities' contributions can be explored on multiple 
levels (Loorbach, 2010; Stephens & Graham, 2010):  

 Strategic Level: They can drive long-term systemic change through their mission, vision, policies, 
and programs, either through the university's overall strategy or within specific schools, depart-
ments, programs, or thematic groups. 

 Tactical Level: Universities can form coalitions and partnerships with various local and global 
actors to foster Regional Transition Pathways to Sustainability (RTPS). 

 Operational Level: This involves implementing changes in academic programs, research, social 
outreach, and campus operations. 
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Universities thus play a dual role in descriptively analysing systems change and interactions while 
prescriptively creating conditions that integrate strategies, tactics, and operations to enable multiple 
pathways to sustainability. Within this framework, the human development and capability approach is 
key to scrutinising these strategic, tactical, and operational efforts, offering a clear understanding of 
what constitutes "just" in the context of transitions. 

Moving beyond the individual actions of universities within their territories and their contributions 
to relevant global knowledge production, we explored how a constellation of academic and non-aca-
demic actors collaborated to address a national issue related to water security in four water catchments 
in South Africa. Chapter 5 details how an international partnership was formed among the South African 
Department of Science and Innovation (DSI), the South African Water Research Commission (WRC), the 
South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), international researchers from the Transformative 
Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC), and students and researchers from the University of Johannesburg. 
This collaboration aimed to enhance the capacity for transformative social learning, improve policy ad-
vice, and contribute to South Africa’s water roadmap. As the final chapter of the thesis it highlights how 
TIPC, as a knowledge infrastructure platform (Velasco et al., 2024) , fostered transdisciplinary experi-
mental policy engagements that enabled multilateral collaboration to tackle water governance on a 
national scale.  

The Living Catchment Project had national implications that were directly connected to global water 
challenges and specific Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). What set this project apart was its ex-
perimental approach to both design and execution, involving key stakeholders such as the funder (DSI), 
the challenge owner (WRC), the executor (SANBI), and the support of TIPC with a multidisciplinary team 
of researchers collaborating closely. In this chapter, we reflected on how incorporating the capabilities 
approach could have further enhanced the project's design and execution. By explicitly focusing on 
strategies to expand epistemic capabilities, the project could have better fostered agency and deliber-
ative democracy within the communities of practice. Additionally, recognising and addressing conver-
sion factors both within the core project team and the communities of practice in each water catchment 
would have further strengthened the impact of this experimental policy engagement. 

The Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC) exemplifies how universities can expand 
their role by creating transdisciplinary platforms to address global challenges, specifically by accelerat-
ing systems change aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Throughout each chapter, 
we explored how experimental approaches to knowledge production, appropriation, and validation of-
fer significant rewards but also come with challenges. These approaches are not yet dominant within 
the higher education system, leading to tensions such as power struggles, rigid organisational struc-
tures, resistance to alternative practices, and the persistence of colonial legacies. Despite these chal-
lenges, transforming the knowledge production system is essential to fostering human development 
within planetary boundaries. 

Our analysis demonstrates that universities can play diverse and crucial roles in accelerating just 
sustainability transitions. However, these are still emerging practices that require more demonstrative 
projects and continued experimentation. There is a pressing need for universities to centre their actions 
on justice through feminist, anti-colonial, and antiracist approaches, which challenge and offer alterna-
tives to existing wealth and power structures. As our case studies have shown, this is not only possible 
but necessary for driving meaningful change.  
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7 Conclusions 
 
This doctoral dissertation comprises four publications that collectively address two central research 

questions:  
 How can universities' knowledge production enhance human development within their aca-

demic community and the broader communities and territories they engage with? 
 What roles can universities play in fostering just transitions that effectively address social chal-

lenges?  
To explore these questions, we presented three case studies in two universities and engaged in a 

practical policy project where researchers from diverse geographies and backgrounds collaborated with 
policymakers and practitioners. Each chapter of the dissertation is centred around a fully developed 
publication with its own structure and conclusions, addressing specific sub-research questions related 
to the overarching themes. 

This section presents the main academic and empirical contributions of this research, providing a 
comprehensive view of the conclusions developed from this doctoral research. It's important to note 
that this research is ongoing. We are continually developing further research based on the results and 
reflections of this doctoral process. Our aim is to keep evolving the content and meaning of the 'just' 
part of the transitions, both to transform the higher education system itself and to contribute to desir-
able and reparative futures through transformative learning (Walker et al., 2023). 

The second chapter, “Expanding Epistemic Capability in Participatory Decision-Making Processes: 
The Universidad de Ibagué Capabilies List”, delves into the unique challenges faced by the Universidad 
de Ibagué. It poses the question of how universities can contribute to a sustainable human development 
in settings where economic inequality, violence caused by conflict among illegal armed groups, illegal 
mining and drugs traffic, among other challenging conditions are in place. 

The third chapter, “Developing transformative innovation through policy experimentation in two 
Colombian Universities” explored how universities can develop policy experimentation to foster trans-
formative innovation, bringing together the TIP framework and the Human Development and Capabil-
ities approach. The questions that framed the discussion were, from a university perspective: What pro-
fessionals do we need? What kind of research should we carry out? What types of actors should be 
included in the University dialogue? What social impact can we produce in the face of local and global 
challenges? 

The fourth chapter, “Exploring the Role of a Colombian University to Promote Just Transitions. An 
Analysis from the Human Development and the Regional Transition Pathways to Sustainability” uses 
two analytical frameworks, the human development and the regional transition paths to sustainability, 
to provide meaning to just transitions and the role of universities, particularly in the Global South, to 
foster systems change at regional levels. 

All three chapters examine Universidad de Ibagué as a case study, exploring and reflecting on the 
capabilities list developed there, and analyzing its implications from various perspectives using different 
theoretical frameworks. The third chapter also introduces the Peace and Region program at UI, demon-
strating how a formal curriculum strategy—integrating teaching, research, and social outreach—can 
serve as a model for advancing regional just transitions. Additionally, the second chapter presents the 
case of Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana, highlighting how its institutional narrative, articulated 
through the concept of confluences, grounds its research agenda in territorial challenges, leading to 
transformative innovations.  

The fifth chapter, titled “The Role of Transformative Innovation for SDG Localisation: Insights from 
the South African ‘Living Catchment Project’,” focuses on the contribution of an experimental policy 
engagement using the TIP framework to advance the SDGs. It also highlights opportunities to 
strengthen these experimental spaces by incorporating a human capabilities approach. In the discussion 
chapter, this analysis is further developed, examining how such transdisciplinary engagements 
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contribute to knowledge production and its application to both local and global challenges and explor-
ing the pivotal role that researchers within the higher education system can play in fostering just tran-
sitions. 

7.1. Academic contributions 
 
We began this thesis by critiquing the hierarchical models of universities, where knowledge is pri-

marily produced within rigid disciplinary boundaries by academic elites with minimal societal engage-
ment. The pressure to generate research outputs—measured largely through academic publications 
and patents—has been reinforced by the rise of the knowledge economy, which prioritises the rapid 
development of products and services based on specialised knowledge, leading to technological and 
scientific advances with equally rapid obsolescence (Powell & Snellman, 2004). This model manifests in 
the standardisation of knowledge production, heavily focused on academic capitalism, organisational 
efficiency, and scientific productivity. 

Academic capitalism refers to the adaptation of universities to neoliberal dynamics, where scientific 
knowledge production is driven by economic policies that prioritise efficiency and market-driven goals, 
positioning universities in a competitive global race for knowledge resources (Münch, 2014). In terms 
of organisational efficiency, universities tend to emulate leading institutions by standardising practices 
and adopting metrics and indicators used by top performers, resulting in a homogenisation of practices 
driven by decontextualised benchmarking  (DiMaggio & Powell, 2000). Scientific productivity is increas-
ingly measured by the speed and volume of output, with recognition and leadership at both individual 
and institutional levels being tied to these metrics. This emphasis on rapid production is rewarded 
through funding, tenure, and workload distribution (Daraio, 2019).  

Consequently, the focus of scientific knowledge production has shifted away from the pursuit of 
understanding and discovery toward the generation of research outputs as ends in themselves rather 
than as a means to contribute to the collective construction of knowledge. This shift has also led to 
greater isolation among scientists within their specialised communities, as current assessment systems 
do not favour the longer, more complex transdisciplinary processes that are essential for fostering broad 
collaboration and the integration of diverse knowledge fields. 

As an alternative to traditional models, this thesis offers concrete theoretical contributions and em-
pirical evidence on how universities can enhance human development and foster just transitions. Spe-
cifically, this doctoral research has made several novel contributions to the fields of higher education, 
human capabilities, and transitions studies by: 

1. Demonstrating how epistemic capabilities can be expanded through participatory decision-
making processes within universities, with practical implications for policy design and imple-
mentation. 

2. Showcasing how experimental governance processes in universities, guided by principles of 
transformative innovation, can challenge decontextualised models, promote learning and re-
flexivity, and mobilise diverse forms of knowledge. 

3. Presenting an analytical framework based on the human development capability approach and 
regional transition paths to sustainability, providing a robust normative direction grounded in 
core values such as participation, empowerment, equity, sustainability, and inclusiveness, sup-
ported by a network of diverse actors. 

4. Highlighting the gaps in transitions literature, which predominantly focuses on industrialised 
Global North countries, and calling for more research on how transitions occur in the Global 
South. This includes addressing justice issues in contexts characterised by resource constraints, 
socio-political struggles, and corruption, which necessitate moving beyond organisational and 
socio-technical path dependence. 

5. Exploring the significance of transdisciplinary experimentation through various types of en-
gagements, emphasising the need to address power dynamics, decolonial practices, participant 
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conversion factors, and the inclusion of diverse voices throughout the experiment cycle. This 
approach aims to expand capabilities and increase the agency of all participants. 

These contributions lay a solid foundation for redefining justice in transition studies and provide 
practical strategies and knowledge for advancing multi-system change within the human capabilities 
community. 

7.2. Empirical contributions 
Each chapter of this thesis offers practical insights into how theory can be applied to real-world 

scenarios and how practical experiences can, in turn, enrich theoretical understanding. Each publication 
presents experimental engagements utilising theoretical frameworks for design and analysis, yielding 
results that contribute to theoretical advancements. As detailed in the introduction's motivation section, 
this research originated from a practical aim: addressing challenges encountered in university manage-
ment and exploring a pathway identified in our previous PhD work. This prior research emphasised the 
need for further investigation beyond the technological and competitive dimensions of innovation. Be-
low, we will outline the empirical contributions from each chapter.  

The second chapter addresses the complexities of designing university policies through participa-
tory methods. It explores a diverse array of techniques used to collaboratively create capability lists that 
shape the vision for an entire university. Methods such as visualisations, drawings, storytelling, future-
oriented imagination, and mindfulness were employed to engage individuals and communities, allowing 
them to articulate aspirational capabilities that could drive the university's efforts in human develop-
ment and regional just transitions. The chapter highlights how the process, led by the promoter group, 
expanded their epistemic capabilities and how the capability list serves as a model for other institutions. 
The success of this approach is demonstrated by its recognition with the University College London 
Grand Challenges Prize at the Human Development and Capabilities Association Conference 2019. The 
jury noted that the UI case presented an exemplary case of connecting capabilities (the conference's 
main theme) and was “extremely relevant to several strands of our Grand Challenges programme, in-
cluding Human well-being and Justice and equality”. The case has also been used as a base to start a 
similar process at the University of Padova, Italy, as part of the course “Education for inclusive employ-
ability and well-being in work life”, which is part of the Master in Management of Educational Services 
and Life Long Education, directed by the Professor Elisabetta Ghedin. 

The third chapter explores the integration of the Transformative Innovation Policy (TIP) framework 
with the human capabilities approach, highlighting the practical benefits of experimental governance 
engagements for transforming university policies. It demonstrates how alternative configurations of re-
gional universities can prioritize people and address local and regional challenges effectively. By exam-
ining the concept of directionality within the TIP framework, the chapter illustrates how experimental 
policy engagements at UI and Unaula were designed and executed. These engagements foster demo-
cratic deliberation, enhance agency, and expand epistemic capabilities by including non-academic ac-
tors, thus facilitating the assessment of multiple scenarios aligned with the SDGs through a highly con-
textualised approach. 

The chapter also discusses how the development of institutional research policies and the narratives 
for Science, Technology, and Innovation (STI) in Unaula, as well as the aspirational capabilities list at 
Unibague, exemplify the mobilisation of broad university communities. This mobilisation encourages a 
politically nuanced perspective, viewing innovation as an irreducible plurality of possibilities in balanced 
ways (Stirling, 2024). Additionally, it demonstrates how experimentation in university governance can 
create opportunities for dialogue among university community members and leadership, fostering sec-
ond-order learning and unlearning. This process challenges existing visions of desirability, equity, and 
pathways towards reparative futures (Walker et al., 2023). 

Chapter Four introduces an analytical framework for assessing how universities can contribute to 
just transitions through their teaching, research, social outreach, and campus operations. The Peace and 
Region program exemplifies how a teaching program can influence research agendas, foster 
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engagement with regional social, governmental, and public service organisations, and redefine the con-
cept of the campus beyond its physical boundaries. This chapter illustrates the practical application of 
core human development values through both the Peace and Region program and the development of 
the capabilities list. 

Chapter Five provides actionable policy recommendations on fostering transformative innovation 
to achieve SDGs in the context of localised and specific challenges. Through the analysis of the Living 
Catchment Project, the chapter highlights the difficulties in establishing experimental spaces, particu-
larly in securing alignment and commitment from involved actors, as well as in managing resources and 
navigating expectations. To address these issues, it is crucial to create conditions that support adequate 
time investment and the applicability of results to the target challenge. Ensuring these experimental 
spaces are well-protected from initial setbacks is essential for their success and for maintaining actor 
engagement. The chapter also underscores the importance of trust-building and sense-making pro-
cesses, which require sufficient time and should be integral to the experiment's design. 

This doctoral research has been a rewarding journey of discovery, continuously evolving and yield-
ing new avenues for further exploration. 

7.3. Further Research 
 
Inspired by the reflections ignited by this research, new publications and ongoing research projects 

have also been developed with our participation. The notion of what is desirable and what kind of fu-
tures can be built to achieve just transitions require a de-colonial and reparative perspective so injustices 
are not replicated. Attending to this need, a book on reparative futures and transformative learning with 
Global North and Global South experiences in different systems and contexts was published and has 
been cited along the introduction, discussion, and conclusions chapters: 

Walker, M., Boni, A., & Velasco, D. (2023). Reparative Futures and Transformative Learning Spaces. 
Springer. 

Velasco, D., Acebillo-Baqué, M., Boni, A., & Fernández, T. (2023). Imaging and realising futures in Cata-
lonia: shared agendas for just sustainability transitions. In M. Walker, A. Boni, & D. Velasco (Eds.), 
Reparative Futures and Transformative Learning Spaces. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Additionally, we reflected on the essential conditions for advancing just sustainability transitions, 
emphasising the need for a constellation of knowledge and forming communities of practice. Collabo-
rating with various colleagues, we developed insights into how to establish experimental spaces that 
are central to creating knowledge infrastructures capable of enabling transformative change: 

Velasco, D., Ghosh, B., Boni, A., Schiller, K., & Winkler, L. (2024). Building a knowledge infrastructure for 
Transformative Innovation Policy (TIP). An analytical approach based on the experimental TIP 
conference 2022. Environmental Science & Policy, 160, 103832. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2024.103832 

More related to policy, but also inspired by this research, we reflected on the capabilities needed 
(more from an evaluator perspective, but applicable to the general design of experiments) to advance 
on experimental engagements related to understanding expectations, learning by doing, environment 
and resource constraints, and responding to emergent processes. It was highlighted as critical to have 
empathy and humility, be open to new ideas and ways of thinking and valuing different perspectives, 
be comfortable with ambiguity and unfamiliar situations, and be adaptable and have the ability to be 
cognitively nimble: 
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Boni, A., Velasco, D., Molas-Gallart, J., & Schot, J. (2023). Evaluating transformative innovation policy in 
a formative way: Insights from Vinnova’s food mission experiment. Research Evaluation, 32(3), 
577–590. https://doi.org/10.1093/reseval/rvad029 

New research strands are currently being developed on desirable futures and transforming the 
higher education regime rules, expanding the results from this doctoral journey. 
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