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Crises and pervasive uncertainty increasingly oblige higher Received 28 November 2025

education and science (HE&S) to embrace an understanding of Accepted 29 November 2025

change that is not confined exclusively to past trajectories but

incorporates contested conceptions of future(s). This introduction Hi o
L X igher education; science;

to Fhe CHER 2024 special issue argues that future(s) in HE&S are institutionalisation; change;

actively made and g.overnet.j. Drawing on seven contrlb.u.tlons - future; uncertainty

on temporal strategies, policy shocks on student mobility, the

academic profession, third-party funding, hybrid learning spaces,

digital resistance, and knowledge transfer — the article identifies

central pressures and emerging responses. Building on these

studies, it highlights three directions for research, policy, and

organisational development: first, the importance of temporal

dynamics in overcoming short-termism and cultivating temporal

fit between policy and organisational cycles and rhythms, and the

long horizons required for the sustainability of HE&S; second, the

need to reimagine public sector and HE&S governance beyond

narrow new public management logics, towards public-value and

service-oriented models; and third, the design of resilient HE&S

systems capable of withstanding geopolitical, financial, and policy

shocks. The article concludes by outlining how institutional

theory and futures studies can mutually enrich one another and

invite the field to continue to trace and theorise how future(s) are

legitimised, contested, and enacted in HE&S.

KEYWORDS

1. Contextualising the theme: institutions, uncertainty, and the future(s)
we face

On the second day of the 35th annual Consortium of Higher Education Researchers
(CHER) conference at the Vienna University of Economics and Business (WU Wien)
in 2023, we sat down to brainstorm and consider possible themes for the following
year’s conference: CHER 2024, to be hosted for the first time in Luxembourg - at the
Université du Luxembourg. As long-time collaborators, our conversations have often
gone beyond the boundaries of higher education and science (HE&S), touching on
broader concerns that shape our research agendas and worldviews. As for many scholars
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across the social sciences, understanding the past offers crucial insights to help us make
sense of the present. We historicise, contextualise, and trace continuities while attending
to junctures and incremental changes that have affected and even transformed HE&S and
society. Yet the future, as an object of scholarly inquiry, has traditionally remained
(much) more elusive, often confined to niche subfields concerned with temporality or
forecasting.

As institutionalists, we have long been attuned to the power of the past in reconstruct-
ing how institutions emerge, stabilise, and reproduce themselves incrementally over time.
HE&S are no exception - an enduring set of institution(s) shaped by path dependencies
that often resist rapid change, while gradually adjusting (see Drori et al. 2003; Leisyte,
Dee, and van der Meulen 2023; Meyer et al. 2007). Universities are frequently cast as
guardians of accumulated knowledge, embedded in historically grounded missions and
buffered from short-term pressures. Yet their success and endurance over centuries,
indeed millennia, witness this adaptability to new institutional environments even as
they contribute centrally to the scientisation that has so fundamentally altered our
lives and longevity via disciplinary advances and technological innovation (Baker et al.
2025; Marques et al. 2025).

This deep-seated institutional resilience is observable not only in the internal struc-
tures of universities but also in the broader global systems of HE&S (Marginson 2022;
Marginson and Van der Wende 2007). Despite increasing interconnectedness via
growth across all fields of international research collaborations (Dusdal and Powell
2021; Kwiek, Horta, and Powell 2024), knowledge production and academic influence
in the multidisciplinary field of higher education remain dominated by a few Anglo-
phone countries (Fu et al. 2022). A further reason for the often-overlooked presence
of future(s) in HE&S discourse is the relative silence of institutional change ever unfold-
ing. Transformations in HE&S frequently evolve incrementally over decades - gradual,
cumulative, and easily mistaken for continuity rather than disruption (Zapp, Marques,
and Powell 2021). As Baker (2014) uncovered, we now live in thoroughly ‘schooled
societies,” in which postsecondary education participation has increased incrementally
with each cohort but in sum dramatically - from less than 0.2% in 1900 to over 40%
by 2020 (Baker and Powell 2024, 185).

The same pattern holds in science, which is considerably influenced by the research
university. Building upon this education revolution, the global spread of the research uni-
versity as the key organisational form of science and expanding (interorganisational and
international) research collaboration, the production of scientific knowledge has
expanded exponentially. Output in leading journals rose from approximately 10,000
papers indexed in the Clarivate Analytics’ Web of Science ‘Science Citation Index
Expanded’ (SCIE) in 1900 to more than 4 million annually today, exhibiting what
Price (1963) and Ben-David (1990) famously called ‘pure exponential growth’ (see
Baker and Powell 2024). The twentieth century has been rightly termed the ‘century of
science’ (Powell, Baker, and Fernandez 2017), and its hallmark has been the global
triumph of the research university and science as social institution (Baker et al. 2025;
Drori et al. 2003; Marques et al. 2025). This deeply institutionalised legacy continues
to shape the present — even as many of these path dependencies are questioned. Social
institutions and the organisations embedded in them, while often resistant to change,
are also influenced and reshaped by the environments in which they are embedded,
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determining the scope, degree, and pace of change (Frank and Meyer 2020; Kriicken and
Meier 2006). It is important to distinguish institutions and organisations (Frank, Smith,
and Meyer 2025) and levels of analysis (Suarez and Bromley 2016). While institutional
theory has well-illuminated the mechanisms of continuity and incremental change, the
increasing volatility of global events demands that we also interrogate how institutions
anticipate, imagine, and construct their future(s). This dual lens - historicising the
present while envisioning (alternative) future(s) — enables a more dynamic understand-
ing of the roles of HE&S in society.

Indeed, at the time of our conversation - set against the backdrop of the WU Wien
Library, a campus centrepiece designed by the late revolutionary architect Zaha Hadid
- we were nearly two years into Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, a conflict that
had not only destabilised European security but also shaken the normative foundations
of international cooperation - including in HE&S (Brooks and Rensimer 2025; Tamtik
and Felder-Stindt 2024). The world was still catching its collective breath in the aftermath
of the COVID-19 pandemic, struggling to return to some past notion of ‘normality’ amid
acute and on-going disruptions to social, economic, political, and institutional life. Econ-
omic inflation was placing renewed pressure on public budgets, households, and univer-
sity finances alike. The worsening climate crisis demanded urgent, coordinated
responses, yet political momentum remained fragmented and insufficient. Populist and
nationalist movements continued to challenge democratic institutions, and scientific
authority, even attacking academic freedom in multiple world regions (see Douglass
2021; Lerch, Frank, and Schofer 2024; Oleksiyenko and Jackson 2021; Schofer, Lerch,
and Meyer 2022), with negative consequences for universities, collaborations, and
science productivity (Chykina et al. 2025).

These overlapping crises — what some have termed a ‘polycrisis’ (Jules and Salajan
2025; Lawrence et al. 2024) or even a state of ‘permacrisis’ (Brown et al. 2023) - inten-
sified our sense that the future had become more than a distant horizon, but it had
emerged as problematic in its own right, a site of anxiety, contestation, and governance
challenges. Crises of this magnitude exert significant pressure on institutions and organ-
isations by unsettling established routines, shifting political priorities, and steering policy
trajectories. They generate competing problem frames that facilitate or obstruct policy
learning, amplify public scrutiny - supportive, questioning or critical - and serve as trig-
gers for both reactive and anticipatory policymaking (Elfert and Balakrishnan 2025;
Marques, Graf, and Rohde-Liebenau 2023; Marques, Rohde-Liebenau, and Graf 2025).
In this sense, crises do not merely disrupt; they also open institutional space for recali-
bration, experimentation, backlash and, at times, even profound transformation.

Amidst such worldwide uncertainties, we recognised the urgency of foregrounding
future(s) as a conceptual and empirical concern of the global community of scholars con-
tributing to the CHER, meeting each year since the inaugural event in 1988 in Kassel,
Germany. The past, present, and future(s) of HE&S, especially given our contemporary
realities at global, national, and local levels, have gained renewed urgency. Concurrently,
changes in politics (from re-oligarchisation and autocracy to global rivalries and
warfare), in an intertwined but now more competitive global political economy, in the
environmental crisis and the unsustainability of development, in social policy (from
poverty relief to social investment), and in identity politics, all emphasise the crisis of
(neo-)liberalism, with modernity entering a new phase (Domingues 2025). The subject
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of future(s) remains abstract and social scientists and policymakers inherently struggle to
correctly forecast how our demographic, social, and environmental challenges will be
resolved. Considerable efforts are needed to synthesise quickly shifting trends, to
compare developmental patterns across various temporal scales, and to negotiate
uncertainties.

Yet critics abound, and the claim that the present contains as much ‘future’ as ‘past’
remains under-theorised, despite its effects on social and scientific practices across
various domains (Sandford 2019). Recently, Steiner-Khamsi (2025) shows the impor-
tance of temporality in education policy transfer: a reform’s emergence depends on its
historical moment, its anticipatory future frameworks, and its position in a sequence
of interactions across levels (global, national, and local); its reception then hinges on
local timing (opportune conditions), longevity (expected lifespan), and the relative age
of the reform upon arrival. Thus, the present is where inherited pasts and imagined
futures meet. Only by tracing that temporal interplay — emergence, reception, and the
pace of diffusion - can we understand how change takes hold and endures.

The CHER 2024 conference theme was also shaped by its unique venue: the ‘millen-
nial” University of Luxembourg, founded in 2003 and located at Esch-Belval, a historic
steelmaking site central in the early institutionalisation of European integration. Luxem-
bourg’s creation of a national university amid Europeanisation and the knowledge
economy highlights key issues of governance, funding, and internationalisation
(Braband and Powell 2021; Harmsen and Braband 2021). The country’s tradition of
student mobility (and now world-leading rates of international student mobility), stra-
tegic global recruitment, and investment in science capacity-building underscore the
importance of vision and resources in diversifying the economy and strengthening
research-oriented higher education (Kmiotek-Meier and Powell 2023; Kmiotek-Meier,
Karl, and Powell 2020).

Thus, the call for papers and the conference venue encouraged participants to reflect
on their contextual and disciplinary perspectives on the ideas of future(s). In this sense,
future(s) can be viewed not only as a temporal dimension but also as a socially con-
structed analytical category (Abbott 2001; Adam 1998; Adam and Groves 2007;
Bennett and Burke 2018) as well as a governance tool (Guston 2013; Kallo and
Vilimaa 2025). Thus, we invited explorations of how conceptualisations of the future
shape and (re)define HE&S in the short, medium, and long terms, with differences in
these timescales.

While challenging to (correctly) anticipate future developments, we identified several
key themes and potential directions deserving of discussion: The expanding influence of
digitalisation, coupled with the continuous growth of technological advancements across
various societal sectors, bringing about profound changes to higher education and labour
markets (see e.g. Komljenovic et al. 2025). Consequently, there is a pressing need to
redefine teaching and learning models to adjust and broaden students’ skills portfolios
and offer more flexible learning options to cater to diverse learner needs at the same
time that generative Al demands new approaches to integrate digital resources while
maintaining the development of individual capabilities (see e.g. du Plooy, Casteleijn,
and Franzsen 2024; OECD 2023; Qian 2025). As higher education enrolments and inter-
national student mobility continue to rise, despite nationalist interventions (Lohse 2024;
Papatsiba and Marginson 2025), universities in numerous countries, such as Germany,
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are institutionalising their diversity, equity, and inclusion programmes to compete while
others, like the United States, face contemporary pressure to deinstitutionalise these
(Moser et al. in press). The emergence of big data, data sharing, and open access will con-
tinue to facilitate knowledge production (see e.g. Kwak and Chankseliani 2024), broader
questions of widening participation, sustainable funding models, and evaluation (quality
assurance) will continue to reshape higher education, even if quality in HE&S remains
challenging to define (see e.g. Cardoso, Rosa, and Stensaker 2016; Harris-Huemmert et
al. 2024; Laudel 2024). Alongside the threat of deepening global disparities and inequal-
ities across systems, not everywhere are diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives
threatened; indeed, in some contexts these are being (strongly) institutionalised
(Cumming, Miller, and Leshchinskaya 2023) and shape collaboration and competition
patterns as well as democratise access to scientific research and educational resources,
alongside global stratification (see e.g. Al-Raeei and Azmeh 2024). As the funding of
HE&S has grown to limits in numerous contexts, emergent models of cooperation and
specific collaborations across levels - institutional, organisational, individual - will
reinforce regionalisation (within Asia, Europe, and other regions) and globalisation
developments (see e.g. Knight 2024).

In diverse contexts, populist and new nationalist movements question science’s legiti-
macy and authority, escalating challenges to academic freedom (Craciun 2025; Fernan-
dez and Hutchens 2025; Rénay et al. 2026). The climate crisis urges all of us to consider
our own actions and the development of alternative solutions, with universities occupy-
ing a central position in shaping educational content for sustainability and climate
change mitigation and adaptation as well as in supplying critical evidence to inform
and orient social and political action (Leal Filho et al. 2023).

These examples emphasised some of the current trends and anticipated challenges that
place (intense) pressure on HE&S and demand problematising and resolutions from
within. Yet, as we have learned from recent financial crises, the COVID-19 pandemic,
and ongoing conflicts, the future is always uncertain - rarely unfolding as we plan or
predict. In fact, how could we know during our conversations at CHER 2023 that just
one month later, on 7 October, the Hamas attack on a music festival in Israel would
ignite yet another devastating war in Gaza and lead to what has since been qualified
by the United Nations a genocide (OHCHR 2024). Nor could we have foreseen with cer-
tainty that, two months after CHER 2024, Trump would indeed win the 2024 U.S. pre-
sidential election - casting a long shadow of geopolitical unpredictability — and domestic
attacks on academic freedom and university autonomy and funding (Chykina et al.
2025). These moments underscore the inherent volatility of our times and reinforce
the urgency of critically engaging with the future(s) as a domain of both academic
inquiry and institutional governance.

The idea of future(s) has also permeated policymaking, as witnessed in (supra)national
action plans for the upcoming years or decades (e.g. Sustainable Development Goals,
European Commission Framework Programmes), the establishment of (inter)national
organisations to ponder and forecast future developments and their heightened activities
in educational research and policymaking (e.g. OECD, UNESCO) or even international
meetings and conferences to redefine agendas and steer the directions of policymaking
and practice to achieve identified goals (see Berten and Kranke 2022; Elfert and
Ydesen 2024; Marques 2024; Zapp, Marques, and Powell 2018).



6 M. MARQUES AND J. J. W. POWELL

Viewing the future not merely as a temporal horizon but as a socially constructed cat-
egory and as a governance tool reveals its power in shaping contemporary politics,
society, and institutional practice. In efforts to manage uncertainty, attempts to stabilise
or ‘certify’ what is ontologically unknown often give rise to dominant imaginaries as well
as space for alternative futures. Rather than prescribing a singular, linear trajectory, this
perspective invites recognition of a multiplicity of imagined and imaginable futures
(Jasanoff and Kim 2015). In parallel, the succession of interrelated crises - ranging
from global pandemics and armed conflicts to ecological collapse and technological dis-
ruption - is actively reshaping the institution(s) and organisations of HE&S. Demanding
solutions to wicked problems, these crises expose systemic vulnerabilities. Simul-
taneously, they accelerate transformation and prompt the redefinition of institutional
missions, governance arrangements, and societal roles. Although path dependencies
and institutionalised scripts — across global, regional, national, and local levels - continue
to exert strong influence, engaging with future(s) as an analytical category enables critical
interrogation of prevailing assumptions, dominant trajectories, and the normative foun-
dations of HE&S policymaking and organisational decision-making.

During the conference, theoretical and empirical contributions provided insights into
the future(s) across key domains: higher education, research and innovation, third
mission and impact, as well as governance and internationalisation. This special issue
brings together contributions that - though not equally explicitly addressing the
future(s) theme - collectively illuminate the contemporary pressures, transformations,
and reimagined possibilities currently reshaping HE&S. In what follows, we explore
these dynamics through seven original studies and their shared concerns with tempor-
ality, governance of HE&S, and institutional change.

2. Problematising HE&S: what the contributions reveal about the present
and future(s)

Taken together, the contributions to this special issue trace how HE&S future(s) are
actively made. Vettori and Warm (2025) argue that universities don’t just endure
time, they strategise it. Using 44 Austrian performance agreements across two cycles
(2019-21; 2022-24), they show how institutions deploy chronostrategies to manage
accountability and regain room for maneuver: planning contingently (on other insti-
tutions, on funding, on initial outcomes), promising better (open-ended upward commit-
ments), blurring time (atemporal wording), and committing to continue (recasting
ongoing routines as new objectives). Milestones are deliberately under-specified and
loosely coupled, allowing both universities and ministry to reframe expectations
within short funding cycles. Conceptually, they shift from chronopolitics to a chronos-
trategic lens, concluding that universities ‘play with perpetuity’ - there is always a next
cycle - thereby making futures through temporal work rather than merely submitting
to it. For us, the takeaway is clear: time itself is a governance technology, and the
futures of HE&S are actively produced through institutional and organisational
control of temporal horizons.

If temporal work enables future(s) from within, policy shocks can redraw them from
without. In the study by Wakeling, Lopes, and Mateos-Gonzalez’s (2025), Brexit engin-
eered one of the sharpest, policy-induced ruptures in international student mobility in
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decades, collapsing EU first-degree entrants to roughly one-third of prior levels and trig-
gering wide-ranging institutional, economic, and cultural consequences - down to
diminishing classroom diversity and circumscribing UK higher education’s ‘soft
power’. This shock did not rebound in the immediate years after full Brexit (unlike
past UK fee shocks), suggesting long-lasting effects on mobility flows, finances, and
opportunity structures. Crucially, the disruption reinforced existing stratification:
Russell Group universities were comparatively insulated, while post-92s absorbed the
steepest losses, and more ‘academic’ fields fared better than vocational ones. In the
authors’ terms, Brexit acts as a sorting mechanism that advantages already prestigious
institutions and wealthier sender contexts, with likely enduring consequences for who
is mobile, where, and into which programmes. Read against the rise of neo-nationalism
and the return of the state (Domingues 2025; Douglass 2021), these findings show how
border-hardening politics translate into higher costs, visa frictions, and reputational re-
signaling that reconfigure future mobility regimes - an anticipatory trend other systems
may face as geopolitical nationalism, competition, and conflict deepens.

Governance architectures also shape the everyday future(s) of academic work.
Alarcén, Brunner, and Labrana (2025) offer a nuanced comparative analysis of the aca-
demic profession in Ibero-America, focusing on Argentina, Chile, Mexico, and Portu-
gal amid shifting governance paradigms. Drawing on data from the APIKS survey, the
article investigates how New Public Management (NPM) reforms have restructured
academic work across seven core dimensions - including the teaching / research
nexus, governance participation, and job satisfaction. While the analysis does not
adopt an explicitly future-oriented lens, it offers critical insights into how dominant
policy imaginaries — centred on efliciency, accountability, and performance - are con-
cretely enacted within institutions and reshape the roles, routines, and self-understand-
ings of academics. The findings reveal nationally specific configurations that blend
managerial (Argentina, Portugal) and collegial elements (Chile, Mexico), underscoring
not only differentiated trajectories but also competing visions for the future of aca-
demic work. Some paths appear increasingly governed by technocratic logics and
metrics-based accountability (Argentina, Mexico), while others retain stronger com-
mitments to collegiality and scholarly autonomy (Chile, Portugal). In this way, the con-
tribution highlights how futures are actively constructed through governance reforms,
recalibrating academic subjectivities, institutional cultures, and the meanings attached
to academic labour.

In turn, Wilkesmann and Lauer (2025) show that NPM logics have been re-shaping
professorial behaviour by making financial necessity the dominant driver of third-
party funding applications. Using a discipline-stratified survey, they find that perceived
need for third-party funding predicts application volume, while intrinsic motivation and
internal/reputational rewards do not. The results depict a shift from autonomy-suppor-
tive to controlled, extrinsically oriented motivation, with organisational practices (e.g.
involving predoctoral staff in proposal writing) further normalising this orientation.
The article is revealing since NPM does not merely measure performance but rather
enacts a particular future of academic work - one organised around continuous compe-
tition for scarce resources, metricised success, and narrowed epistemic risk-taking (see
Marques and Powell 2020; Zapp, Marques, and Powell 2018). The governance choice
to increasingly fund via competitive, project-specific grants is thus an enduring
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present-device worldwide, with continuous future consequences for research diversity,
academic autonomy, career pathways, and sustainability of HE&S.

Digital infrastructures extend these governance dynamics into learning and pedagogy,
where future(s) are negotiated as much as they are engineered. Poysi-Tarhonen (2025)
explores the evolving nature of hybrid learning spaces in higher education, positioning
them within the post-digital era - in which digital technologies are far from simple or
separate tools but deeply embedded in everyday processes of academic life. Rather
than viewing hybridity as a simple blend of online and offline teaching, the paper
reframes hybrid spaces as fluid, socially constructed environments shaped by the
dynamic interplay of people, technologies, and material conditions. Drawing on spatial
and sociomaterial perspectives, this contribution introduces the concept of geographies
of collaboration to highlight how learning is enacted through relational, embodied, and
temporally situated experiences. This framing underscores the importance of moving
beyond narrow definitions of educational competence to support value-driven capabili-
ties — such as ethical collaboration, care, and social responsibility. Therefore, designing
high-quality hybrid learning environments requires more than just technological
access — rather, it demands an intentional focus on the social, on the ways in which stu-
dents inhabit, move through, and experience learning spaces, more than ever digitised.
Ultimately, Poysa-Tarhonen calls for a reimagining of higher education that prioritises
sustainable, inclusive, and collaborative futures, urging organisations to embrace hybrid-
ity not as a technical fix but as a catalyst for pedagogical and societal transformation.

However, such transitions, indeed transformations, are not completed without
defiance. In their exploration of resistance to digitalisation within universities, Deacon
and colleagues (2025) unpack the complex interplay between organisational change
and individual agency, drawing on interviews with academic and professional staff
across eight case studies from four European countries (Austria, Estonia, Germany,
and the UK). While digital transformation is often framed as a self-evident route to
organisational modernisation and future-readiness, the authors challenge this linear ima-
ginary by foregrounding resistance as a legitimate, multifaceted response. Importantly,
they unpack individual-level responses that range from feelings of being overwhelmed
and fear of obsolescence to experiences of ideological conflict with institutional (and
commercially driven) narratives of digital inevitability. Simultaneously, this contribution
highlights organisational countermeasures that could mitigate resistance, as in the case of
motivation through recognition and acknowledgment and engagement with critical dis-
cussions about educational technology elements (see also Laufer et al. 2025). These
affective and cognitive responses reveal the emotional labour and identity threats
posed by rapid digit(al)isation, especially when accelerated change may outpace individ-
uals’ capacity to adapt and institutions fail to engage meaningfully with underlying
concerns.

Finally, Berghduser and colleagues (2025) investigated how Germany, higher edu-
cation organisations conceptualise and communicate their role in knowledge transfer
(KT) through their official mission statements. The study analyses 145 mission state-
ments to uncover how universities frame their third mission alongside teaching and
research. The authors find that KT is often ambiguously defined, with significant vari-
ation between organisational forms (e.g. research universities, universities of applied
sciences). Moreover, mission statements reveal considerable variation in how German
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universities approach KT, both in terms of its overall prominence and thematic direction.
In many cases, knowledge transfer is mentioned only marginally, indicating a generally
low level of emphasis. Ultimately, the paper highlights a disconnect between the rhetori-
cal visibility of KT in mission statements and the lack of clarity regarding its practical
implementation or broader societal aims. By revealing the fragmented and often ambig-
uous ways KT is framed in organisational mission statements, the contribution under-
scores how universities grapple with articulating their future societal roles beyond
simple technological transfer, highlighting both the contested nature of various commit-
ments of the third mission and the uncertainties surrounding how universities imagine
and enact their contribution to an evolving knowledge society.

Taken together, the selected contributions to the CHER 2024 conference show that the
present and future(s) in HE&S are not merely forecasted but enacted - through temporal
strategies, incentive regimes, hybrid learning infrastructures, and contested public mis-
sions — while being reconfigured by geopolitical, health, and financial shocks. The next
section distils the main takeaways across these themes, clarifying where pressures con-
verge, where trajectories diverge, and what these various pathways imply for the
futures we have been and continue (re)building.

3. Mapping future directions in HE&S: key themes and research avenues

Across these studies, the future(s) of HE&S emerge not as simple forecasts but as collec-
tively imagined, negotiated, and enacted — always amid uncertainty. Universities and pol-
icymakers must balance short-term policy cycles with long-term investment, yet short-
termism remains a risk. Governance is still shaped by NPM’s legacy of precarity and
metrics, though post-NPM reforms increasingly emphasise networks, participation,
and public value. Digitalisation is uneven and contested, requiring attention to user
experience and social dynamics. Policy shocks like Brexit and pandemics expose vulner-
abilities and reinforce inequalities, highlighting the need for resilience and stable funding
(see Lohse 2024). Universities’ societal roles remain unsettled, with gaps between rhetoric
and practice, especially in public engagement. Recognising future(s) as multiple and con-
tested enables more critical, inclusive approaches, and new institutional theory can
clarify how imagined futures are legitimised and enacted.

Temporal dynamics: beyond short-termism, toward temporal-fit

One key theme and research direction concerns temporal dynamics - socially organised
properties of time — especially, in matters of time frames (horizon, scales) and tempo
(speed/acceleration) (see Adam 1998) and reforms (Steiner-Khamsi 2025).

Vettori and Warm (2025) show how universities strategically manage time frames in
performance agreements to retain room for maneuver - treating time itself as a govern-
ance technology that co-produces institutional futures. Across Europe, these ‘chronopo-
litics’ or set of ‘chronostrategies’ are embedded in multi-year steering instruments
enacted and negotiated between ministries and organisations. For example, Norway’s
development agreements that set broad, adjustable targets (Elken and Borlaug 2024)
are nested within broader national higher education strategies that typically run on
four to seven-year horizons or align with electoral cycles. Future research should
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examine how such instruments not only give actors tactical room to pace, defer, and
reframe time frames but also how they are part of a larger phenomenon that constrains
the long-term development of HE&S sectors: short-termism.

By short-termism - or policy (and organisational) myopia — we refer to a tendency to
prioritise short-run interests over long-term societal benefits, limiting the capacity to
anticipate and act under uncertainty: the ‘difficulty of seeing far enough into the
future to discern its general shape...to properly anticipate and plan in the present’
(Nair and Howlett 2017, 104; see also Boston 2021; Jacobs 2012). Such myopia can gen-
erate policy or institutional rigidity and, ultimately, failure. The literature suggests this is
a cross-cutting phenomenon rooted in interacting psychological, political, and societal
mechanisms: present-bias and uncertainty dampen support for long-term investments;
electoral incentives favour immediate gains; future generations lack representation;
powerful interests resist near-term costs; and information asymmetries and ideological
conflict obstruct sustained action (Boston 2021; MacKenzie 2016; Sewchurran, DekKker,
and McDonogh 2019; Sunter and Ilbury 2022).

Impacts vary within HE&S. In domains that require durable coordination and long
investment cycles — capacity building, research infrastructure, doctoral and early-
career tracks, widening participation, international partnerships and research collabor-
ation, and campus decarbonisation - short-termism poses particularly high risks
because meaningful outcomes accrue over years or decades. The risks are compounded
where evidential infrastructures are weak or fragmented (e.g. limited longitudinal
student and graduate data, sparse indicators on research culture and engagement, or
inconsistent evaluation of KT), making it harder to gauge problem scale, manage uncer-
tainty, and model plausible scenarios (Boston 2021; White 2024). Amid growing discus-
sion on countering short-termism, promising responses include embedding anticipatory
approaches - foresight, scenarios, horizon scanning, and longer-horizon, mixed-
methods evaluation - into routine planning and review cycles, alongside institutional
reforms that protect long-term goals from short-cycle political and organisational press-
ures (Boston 2021; Van Assche, Verschraegen, and Gruezmacher 2021).

Another salient dimension is tempo — the speed and pacing of change. International
organisations and national governments often cast digitalisation and Al as urgent
imperatives; yet rhetorical urgency becomes institutional change only when it aligns
with organisational time - routines and calendars, resource cycles, evaluation rhythms,
and the absorptive capacity required to learn, adjust, and retool (Cohen and Levinthal
1990). In HE&S, where universities and research systems exhibit pronounced structural
inertia, such temporal misfits are common (Hannan and Freeman 1984). When the
policy clock runs faster than institutional tempos, the result is overload and resistance
rather than durable adoption. This is precisely what the study by Deacon and colleagues
(2025) reveals, meaning that the pace and mode of digitally driven change generate
affective and ideological resistance, reminding us that temporal acceleration reshapes
identities and work, not only workflows. Taken together, these insights position tempor-
ality as a core axis along which governance, culture, and agency are negotiated. A
research and policy agenda on temporal fit is therefore critical: how to pace, phase,
and sequence digital and Al initiatives so they align with existing governance cycles;
how to build in slack to provide capabilities for learning; and how to cultivate temporal
ambidexterity — the ability to meet near-term pressures while safeguarding long-horizon
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academic missions (see Wang et al. 2019). In short, the question is not only what to
change, but how - and at what speed(s).

Ultimately, sustaining long-term planning horizons is the surest way to avoid govern-
ing by (permanent) urgency, since short cycles without a credible future perspective
accumulate ‘temporal debt,” forcing systems to firefight rather than build (and learn).

Reimagining the public sector and HE&S

A second avenue turns to governance logics and professional future(s). Alarcén,
Brunner, and Labrana (2025) map hybrid managerial / collegial arrangements across
Ibero-America, showing how national contexts assemble different trajectories for aca-
demic roles and authority — some tilting toward metrics and technocratic control,
others sustaining collegial autonomy. Wilkesmann and Lauer (2025) add a motivational
lens, as they show that also within NPM architectures, financial necessity rather than
intrinsic motivation drives grant-seeking, normalising extrinsically oriented behaviour
and narrowing epistemic risk-taking. Both studies signal what is at stake in contemporary
academic careers: rising precarity (especially for early-career staff); workload intensifica-
tion and long hours; appraisal systems biased toward research outputs and bibliometrics
(with weak, uneven recognition of teaching, service, and engagement); patchy pro-
fessional learning (especially for pedagogy and digital competence); non-linear but
sticky career paths with limited inter-sectoral mobility; persistent gendered and contrac-
tual inequalities; uneven internationalisation experiences; and a worrying decline in aca-
demic freedom (see OECD 2024; Scholars at Risk 2025). Attacks on academic freedom
also have considerable negative impacts on collaboration and thus the quantity and
quality of science globally (Chykina et al. 2025).

Such career dynamics are not accidental; they reflect the long arc of NPM - a reform
wave gaining force in the late 1980s and diffusing widely in the 1990s. Its core instru-
ments — performance-based funding, audit and quality assurance, competition and
market analogies, and contractual flexibilization - recalibrated incentives inside univer-
sities, privileging measurable research productivity, grant capture, and entrepreneurial-
ism (see Hood 1991; Marques et al. 2017; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; Zapp, Marques,
and Powell 2018). That legacy still structures behaviour and careers — even where
formal reforms have moved on - as both the contributions here and the OECD’s synth-
eses at the global level attest.

Despite critiques and claims of obsolescence (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2017), the NPM
toolkit remains deeply institutionalised in many systems of HE&S. Institutional theory
reminds us how difficult it is to reverse a path once set. Yet treating futures as shape-
able also opens space to imagine and nurture alternatives (Funck and Karlsson 2020)
- new models can gain legitimacy, layer onto existing rules, and, over time, displace or
convert them. The task, then, is double: keep tracking NPM’s long-tail effects while iden-
tifying emergent alternatives.

In practice, these alternatives appear under the (admittedly fuzzy) banner of post-
NPM reforms." For instance, new public governance emphasises solving ‘wicked’ pro-
blems through inter-organisational cooperation, coordination, and trust-based relation-
ships across public and private actors - here, universities, funders, regions, and civic/
industry partners, inviting us to treat mission and challenge-driven (trans)national
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alliances (see Fehrenbach 2023; Marques and Graf 2024) and shared infrastructures as
career and capability platforms rather than mere competition devices. By advancing hol-
istic coordination, post-NPM aims to overcome policy fragmentation, a pervasive
problem in multi-level administrations that distorts decision-making across policy
domains (Biesbroek 2021; Marques, Graf, and Rohde-Liebenau 2023). In HE&S this
shows up as efforts to stitch back what NPM split: teaching, research, and third
mission - via inter-institutional coordination across ministries, funding councils, and
quality assurance agencies and via integration tools, such as shared indicators, interoper-
able data, and responsible metrics, so that ideas and decisions may travel across domains.

A complementary element argues for a public service logic, meaning that services
should be created and consumed in use, and their value co-created by providers and
users. However, treating degrees, courses, publications, and patents as mere outputs
misses where value forms: the learning encounter, research collaboration, and engage-
ment interface. Practically, this implies participatory curricula and assessment, research
living labs, citizen and open science, and a shift from throughput metrics to public-value
outcomes (capabilities gained, problem-solving within communities, quality of user
experience), supported by autonomy, service design, temporal fit, and data-governance
rules with students, staff, and publics (Denhardt and Denhardt 2000 Klemenci¢ 2014).
A service-logic approach would re-design processes with these publics, embedding
plural user needs into pedagogy, support, and evaluation, so that inclusion is produced
in practice, not merely rhetorically promised.

A third aspect reorients strategy toward long-term, collectively defined public value
rather than output counts, aligning with responsible metrics and narrative CVs and
enabling parity of esteem for teaching, research, and third mission (Brewis and Margin-
son 2025; Hicks et al. 2015; Moher et al. 2018). A fourth is digital-era governance (Dun-
leavy et al. 2006) that calls for reintegration and user-centred, end-to-end processes that
reduce administrative load and improve data interoperability, precisely the redesign that
addresses the tempo, identity, and participation frictions surfaced by Deacon and col-
leagues (2025). In this collection, Poysd-Tarhonen’s (2025) essay points in this direction,
as it reframes learning through post-digital geographies, arguing that collaborative
futures depend on how space, technology, and relations are configured in practice,
and linking these to value-laden capabilities aligned with sustainability agendas. By con-
trast, Berghéduser and colleagues (2025) diagnose the mission layer, since German univer-
sities’ KT statements remain fragmented, signalling uncertainty about aims beyond
techno-economic logics and unsettled conceptions of public value to which transfer
ought to answer. This ambiguity sustains organisational decoupling (Bromley and
Powell 2012), as mission claims travel faster than the infrastructures, routines, and incen-
tive regimes needed to realise broader social, cultural, and civic value. Together, these
contributions specify the alignment problem at the heart of a public value agenda in
HE&S: missions must be translated into user-facing designs and anchored in governance
instruments that credit co-produced outcomes. Put differently, mission statements risk to
remain mere window dressing devices unless purposes (mission), publics (users and co-
production partners), and practices (design and incentives) are monitored over time.

This post-NPM toolkit implies a shift from control to capability and from narrow pro-
ductivity to public value, without losing rigour or responsibility. Systems can rebalance
assessment through multi-dimensional, narrative approaches that recognise the full
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portfolio of academic contributions and track effects on careers, risk-taking, diversity,
and academic freedom; stabilise careers with ‘smart flexibility,” testing whether coordi-
nation-plus-public-value hybrids reduce precarity while sustaining innovation; and
build networked capacity via shared doctoral schools, core facilities, and open science
platforms as levers for capability and inclusion rather than mere scale. They can redesign
digital quality by applying user-centred, end-to-end principles to research and learning
journeys and by measuring adoption quality, not just rollout speed, with careful attention
to temporal fit. They can protect autonomy through legal-institutional safeguards that
align freedom with societal missions. Aligning time horizons by integrating anticipatory
tools (scenarios, horizon scanning) and longer-cycle compacts can help to curb short-
termism - linking governance back to the temporal dynamics that run through this
special issue.

Resilience by design: protecting HE&S from shocks

While re-imagining HE&S and entire public sectors typically relies on periods of relative
stability, incremental, path-dependent change that allows capability-building and learn-
ing across cycles, a third research avenue lies in the idea that policy ruptures can (rapidly)
redraw the parameters within which organisations operate. Brexit, analysed by Wakeling,
Lopes, and Mateos-Gonzalez (2025) as a ‘revelatory policy shock, re-sorted student
flows, institutions and subjects - dampening EU degree entrants, insulating high-
status universities, and deepening sectoral stratification - effects that did not quickly
rebound. In future(s) terms, neo-nationalist border politics do not merely interrupt
mobility; they reconfigure its long-run opportunity structures, with implications for
financing models, programme portfolios, and the social diversity of classrooms (Chank-
seliani 2025).

Currently, the United States (U.S.) exemplifies how quickly and deeply domestic poli-
tics and policy shifts can reshape opportunity structures in HE&S. Scientific research,
international mobility, and academic freedom are under unprecedented attack, threaten-
ing not only U.S. progress but also the global research ecosystem built upon collaboration
(Chykina et al. 2025; Douglass 2025; Scholars at Risk 2025). The Trump administration’s
withdrawal of federal research funding from leading universities (Center for American
Progress 2025) marks a sweeping assault on the university-science model that has long
driven U.S. innovation (Baker and Powell 2024). Restrictions on international student
visas and migration further diminish the country’s appeal for educational exchange
and undermine higher education’s potential. These disruptions risk severing financial
lifelines, shrinking the research talent pool, and unravelling collaborative networks
essential to scientific discovery. The impact extends beyond immediate funding losses,
with three-quarters of scientists considering leaving the U.S. (Witze 2025). Such
reforms jeopardize the global infrastructure of science, which depends on open knowl-
edge exchange and international partnerships, especially those rooted in universities
(Baker and Powell 2024). If the U.S. retreats from supporting universities and academic
freedom, it risks de-internationalising science and undermining decades of progress on
global challenges and solving wicked problems.

Comparable dynamics of political shifts, ideological agendas, and resource retrench-
ment that are increasingly destabilising HE&S are visible in other countries: Canada’s
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federal cap on study permits and a narrower post-graduation work pathway have forced
organisations to rebalance recruitment and budgets (Reichert 2025); Australia’s
migration resets and proposed student-visa caps tied to housing and labour-market
capacity have similarly injected volatility (Norton 2024); in the Netherlands, a mix of
proposed cuts to science funding, restrictions on English-medium provision, and
enhanced security screening for researchers has raised concerns about academic auton-
omy and international appeal (La Rocca 2025); and Hungary remains an emblematic case
- sustained government pressure on the Central European University forced its reloca-
tion from Budapest to Vienna, signalling the costs of politicising the sector.

Across these settings, the pattern is similar. Rapid policy turns — on funding, visas,
language barriers, or shifting governance architectures — reconfigure mobility, research
capacity, and HE&S’s global embeddedness so essential to scientific discovery. Shielding
HE&S from neo-nationalist swings and authoritarianism (see Douglass 2021) begins with
stability: entrench institutional autonomy in law, fund through arm’s-length councils,
and use counter-cyclical buffers so pipelines, infrastructure, and partnerships are pro-
tected when politics lurches. It also requires anticipatory capacity, enforceable protec-
tions for academic freedom and student support; independent quality assurance; and a
public value narrative that links universities to local prosperity and social cohesion. Com-
parative legal-institutional analyses can model how autonomy, freedom protections, and
funding architectures shape resilience. Organisational studies should examine portfolio
and temporal strategies — diversification, alliance participation, and temporal fit -
through mixed-methods evaluations of scenario planning, horizon scanning, and crisis
playbooks.

4. Inviting a conversation for all - future(s) and institutional theory

When defining the CHER 2024 theme, we intentionally left open the bridge between
future(s) thinking and social science approaches to HE&S, inviting the field to further
develop this intersection. The concept of future(s), especially as embedded in sociotech-
nical imaginaries, offers fertile ground for analysing institutional change. Institutional
theory has long focused on the diffusion of ideas, norms, and templates across fields
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Schmidt 2008; Scott 2014). Recently, international organi-
sations have actively shaped futures agendas - through OECD’s Strategic Foresight,
UNESCO’s Futures of Education, and the European Commission’s reports — standardis-
ing what ‘future-readiness’ means (Berten and Kranke 2022; European Commission
2020-2025; OECD 2025; UNESCO 2021). National governments are also institutionalis-
ing foresight in policymaking (Koskimaa and Raunio 2022).

From an institutional theory perspective in HE&S (see Cai and Yohannes 2015; Meyer
and Powell 2020; Powell 2020), this expanding infrastructure prompts analysis not only
of how imaginaries are created and diffused, but also of their effects. Coercive, normative,
and mimetic isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) operate together, raising ques-
tions about the implications of ‘future-ready’ templates for HE&S (Kallo and Vilimaa
2025). As norms and rules about future(s) take shape, they form a proto-logic - a
cross-cutting order that reconfigures established institutional logics and sectoral arrange-
ments (e.g. Cai and Mountford 2022; Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton and Ocasio
2008). Understanding HE&S as an ‘inter-institutional system’ marked by differentiation
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and contradiction (Thornton and Ocasio 2008) helps clarify how these proto-logics
reshape state, market, and professional logics — amplifying state authority, energising
market reputational mechanisms, and redefining professional expertise. As such institu-
tionalisation processes unfold at macro and meso levels, the lens of institutional work is
crucial to specify how sociotechnical imaginaries take root - or fail to (Lawrence and
Suddaby 2006; Lawrence, Leca, and Zilber 2013). This shifts the focus from mere adop-
tion of foresight to the kinds of work that embed anticipatory elements in organisations.
Institutional entrepreneurs — boundary-spanning actors in ministries, research councils,
and university leadership - play key roles in legitimising and protecting new templates
(Battilana, Leca, and Boxenbaum 2009), while guardians and critics — such as pro-
fessional associations and audit bodies — shape whether foresight remains merely cere-
monial or becomes materially consequential (Zietsma and Lawrence 2010). These
sketches illustrate just a few of the many possible lines of cross-fertilisation between insti-
tutional theory and future(s) studies. Engaging institutional theory and the social science
with uncertainty opens space for renewed theory building: treating institutions as tem-
porally situated, examining projective agency, and tracing how time and imagined
future(s) become instruments of policymaking and contestation. Above all, this is a con-
versation to be carried forward - by many, and for future generations - to ensure the
continuous sustainability of HE&S.

Note

1. Other key notions that hold similar criticisms and alternatives are ‘digital-era governance’,
‘joined-up government’, ‘whole-of-government’, or ‘Neo-Weberian state’ (see Reiter and
Klenk 2019).
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