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CHAPTER 1

Assessing the Impact of COVID-19 
on the Institutional Fabric of Higher 

Education

Rómulo Pinheiro, Elizabeth Balbachevsky, Pundy Pillay, 
and Akiyoshi Yonezawa

IntroductIon

As was the case across most sectors of the economy and society, the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its consequent emergency measures from 
March 2020 onwards caught higher education institutions (HEIs) across 
the world by surprise. In most countries, lockdowns and campus closures 
led to a rush to adopt digital solutions within teaching, in the form of 
distance and/or remote education as well as blended learning. Likewise, 
research groups and activities, particularly networked based endeavours 
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like workshops and conferences, were also forced to move online, result-
ing in a new modus operandi on cross-team and cross-border scientific 
collaborations. More generically, the crisis that ensued pushed universities 
and other types of HEIs to improve their information, communication 
and technology (ICT) digital infrastructures, in addition to the need to 
make academics digitally literate in a relatively short period of time.

As regards social inclusion, the crisis highlighted the urgency of assur-
ing equitable internet/broadband access to students, as many were forced 
to retreat to their home office environments, often without adequate tech-
nical and physical conditions for learning to unfold. These new restrictions 
were particularly harsh on first year, first cycle (bachelor) students, many 
of whom did not have the chance to meet in person their academic peers 
and as a result were rather isolated socially.

Beyond teaching, the crisis imposed strong pressures on research and 
outreach activities. As it unfolded and hit different areas of society and the 
economy, the pandemic forced many academics and research groups to 
adjust their research agendas as a means of addressing issues of importance 
to society, including supporting those professionals, mostly but not exclu-
sively across the public sector at large, responsible for managing the crisis. 
To respond to critical issues facing governments and local communities, 
not least in the realms of health care management and epidemiology, but 
not exclusively, new research teams in the form of virtual networks encom-
passing specialists from different fields across the globe were quickly 
assembled. The nested health, economic and in some cases political crises 
also posed new challenges and dilemmas regarding the sustainability of 
HEIs’ operations, as many governments reduced financial allocations to 
the sector due to existing economic stringencies that were exacerbated by 
the crisis.

Everywhere, HEIs, public and private alike, are being forced to adapt 
their structures, practices, strategies and business models, with online 
campuses and blended learning becoming central features of such 
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endeavours. In some instances, the problems arise from the overdepen-
dence of HEIs on the public purse, whilst in others, they are due to a 
drastic reduction in the influx of fee-paying international students. This 
changing scenario is forcing many HEIs to re-assess their core functions 
and societal roles, as well as tapping into alternative sources of income. In 
short, HEIs are being forced to ‘think outside the box’ and adapt to a 
dynamic and volatile societal (political, cultural and economic) environ-
ment laden with uncertainty and turbulence.

While the aspects described earlier posed critical challenges for the very 
survival of many HEIs, it is likely that the dynamics set in motion by the 
aforementioned processes might have lasting consequences at the level of 
the organizational field or sector as a whole. This is particularly the case 
insofar as the institutional fabric of, and social contract between, HEIs and 
the societies they serve are concerned, and in which their core functions 
are deeply embedded in. The general direction of change points to a 
greater embeddedness of the university in the social fabric, at both local 
and global levels. To a certain extent, one could argue that the crisis has 
pushed HEIs the world over to play a more central role in the new knowl-
edge economy, including tackling the grand challenges facing nations and 
humanity as per the United Nations’ sustainable development goals. Thus, 
enquiring about the lasting (mid- to long-term) effects of the COVID-19 
crisis on the institutional features of higher education (HE) as an organi-
zational field on the one hand, and HEIs as both organizations (sets of 
structures and resources) and fiduciary institutions (denoted with distinct 
norms and values and a ‘life of their one’), is, we contend, an important 
research agenda item amongst social scientists interested in mapping and 
unpacking ongoing developments.

In many respects, one could argue that COVID-19 has opened up an 
opportunity to test the resilient nature of HE systems and HEIs around 
the world, at a time when the sector experiences profound structural 
changes, resulting from major societal transformations such as urbaniza-
tion, digitalization, de-globalization, political polarization and democratic 
decline, growing social and economic inequality, demographic decline 
(outside Sub-Saharan Africa) and, chief amongst all the ‘grand challenges’, 
climate change and the quest for a more sustainable, equitable and inclu-
sive world economy and society.

Hence, the main aim of this edited volume is first, to map-out the types 
of responses by HEIs around the globe to the challenges and strategic 
opportunities brought by the COVID-19 pandemic, and second, to 
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unpack the effects such responses are likely to have on the institutional 
fabric or foundations of HE systems and HEIs across the world. In 
attempting to explore these questions, it is crucial to take stock of the 
specificities of the challenges faced by individual HE systems and their 
HEIs. In so doing, it is critical to understand how local actors/stakeholders 
at different levels of analysis (from policy makers to university managers to 
academics) make sense of (or enact upon) the changing external environ-
ment. These, in turn, bring to the fore a set of critical queries, namely:

• How were these new challenges and opportunities ranked and priori-
tized? What types of resource pools, both people and funding, were 
made available for answering the identified challenges and 
opportunities?

• How did actors at the system level and within HEIs react to the new 
demands emanating from different stakeholder groups, internal as 
well external?

• To what extent did existing modes of governance and management 
(system and HEI levels) condition the types of responses being 
observed and why?

Another relevant issue pertains to first, illuminating, and second, 
unpacking, the nature and the effects (intended and unintended) associ-
ated with the complex interplay between the short-term processes and 
mechanisms triggered by crisis management and the more long-lasting 
institutionalized features both across different types of HEIs and at the 
level of the HE organizational field, nationally, regionally and globally. In 
other words, the remit of this edited volume is to take stock of the mid- to 
long-term effects of COVID-19 as an external shock at multiple levels of 
analysis, and in the context of processes of change and adaptation against 
the backdrop of increasingly turbulent, social, economic, political and cul-
tural environments. Given these intentions, a multi-level analysis was 
undertaken, investigating dynamics at:

• the Macro level, focusing on the actors involved with the meta- 
governance of the system: the state and its agencies, unions, profes-
sional and student associations, and funders, amongst others;

• the Meso level, shedding light on the key role played by actors within 
and across different types of HEIs, such as formal and informal lead-
ers, in the processes of sensemaking (environment), enactment 
(agenda setting) and resource mobilization (people and funding); and
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• the Micro level of individual agents, illuminating the importance asso-
ciated with key individuals or groups, and the formal and informal 
networks (both local and global) in which they are embedded, to 
help create a sense of urgency and/or in mobilizing people and 
resources for the adoption, adaptation and diffusion of novel ideas 
and solutions, in addition to actors’ roles within and outside HEIs, 
in processes of internal contestation and resistance towards change.

A major assumption in this regard pertains to the fact that system-level 
responses (macro) are likely to differ considerably from those responses 
(meso and micro) at the level of the individual HEIs or sub-units, as anec-
dotally observed across many contexts. Moreover, the volume aims to be 
both comparative and global in nature, as well as interdisciplinary, bring-
ing together social science scholars belonging to different epistemological 
communities and scientific traditions, alongside empirical case studies—
the heart of the volume—from Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas. In 
this respect, a major aim of the volume is to foster an interdisciplinary 
dialogue in the context of the adoption of diverse methodological, con-
ceptual and theoretical approaches for unpacking the complexities associ-
ated with change and adaptation within contemporary HE systems and 
HEIs. Hence, the volume builds on a multiplicity of analytical and theo-
retical perspectives and traditions from across the social sciences, ranging 
from ‘classic’ perspectives such as neo-institutionalism and resource- 
dependency theories to multi-level governance, social cognitive theories, 
resilience and complexity science, and network governance, amongst others.

As a backdrop to the case studies on which this volume is centred, we 
sketch out three key foundational elements as they relate to:

 1. Conceptualizations on what is meant by the ‘institutional fabric of 
HE’, building on seminal contributions from organizational studies 
and the applied field of HE studies;

 2. The notion of COVID-19 as an external shock and its multifaceted 
implications for HE systems and HEIs in terms of change and adap-
tation or the lack thereof; and

 3. System-wide dynamics (path-dependencies) prior to and shortly 
after COVID-19, including reform trajectories, field structuration 
and key challenges, amongst others, facing our selected world 
regions in the form of a generic ‘snapshot’.
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InstItutIonal FabrIc oF HIgHer educatIon

By ‘institutional fabric’, we refer here to the sets of formal and informal 
rules and standard operating procedures that regulate the behaviour of 
social actors both as individuals and as collectives or groups. It is widely 
documented (for seminal studies see Clark, 1983 and Birnbaum, 1988) 
that, as a critical sector of both the society and the economy, HE is laden 
with a multiplicity of formal and informal rules and regulations that, when 
taken together, help shape the behaviour of key actors or agents at the 
system (macro) as well as local levels within HEIs (meso and micro). The 
sector or ‘organizational field’ is, hence, considered to be a highly institu-
tionalized one (Pinheiro et al., 2016), as is the case of the public sector at 
large and other types of professional organizations like local governmental 
agencies and hospitals, to name but a few. The types of rules affecting 
behaviour across the field emanate from both outside (society) and inside 
(sector), pointing to the multiplicity of stakeholders to which HEIs as core 
actors strategically need to pay attention to. Not all these stakeholders are 
equally influential, but they all pose demands, directly and/or indirectly, 
to HEIs (Benneworth & Jongbloed, 2010). Often, and given the com-
plexities associated with the socio-economic, political and cultural settings 
in which HEIs operate (and are deeply embedded in), these demands are 
often of a contradictory nature, pulling and pushing HEIs in multiple 
directions, leading to a wide variety of tensions and dilemmas (Trow, 
1970; Enders & Boer, 2009).

Chief amongst the salient stakeholders at the system level (Fig. 1.1) are 
the core funders and regulators, represented by government and its vari-
ous agencies. In most countries, and up to the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
the traditional social contract between HE and society, brokered via the 
government, was based on trust and considerable degrees of institutional 
autonomy (Maassen, 2014). This modus operandi started to change in the 
early 1990s, as a result of (new public management [NPM]-inspired) 
government- mandated reforms aimed at modernizing HE systems and 
HEIs in light of market-based imperatives (performance and efficiency) 
and growing calls for external scrutiny and accountability (Neave & van 
Vught, 1991; Vukasovic et  al., 2012). This resulted in a shift to a new 
transactional-based governance regime centred on rights and obligations 
in the form of performance-based contracts (Gornitzka et al., 2004). The 
language of modern economics—inputs, outputs, supply and demand—
became the new impetus across the sector, with different types of 
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Fig. 1.1 The multiplicity of HE stakeholders. Source: Authors’ own

performance metrics coming to the fore (cf. Van Leeuwen et al., 2003) as 
part and parcel of the rise of a new strategic regime within science and HE 
(Rip, 2004). This meant, amongst other things, that the traditional dis-
tinction between the state and the market in relation to the governance of 
the HE sector (Clark, 1983) gradually dissipated. What is more, in many 
countries, the rise of the market came to symbolize the saliency of the 
‘stakeholder society’ in the realm of HE (Neave, 2002), with the nation 
state shifting its primary role from chief patron and protector to master 
evaluator (Neave, 1998).

In addition to the government as the primary carrier of regulatory fea-
tures in the majority of national HE systems around the world, there are 
other funders and regulators at the local and supra-national levels. These 
include local government, business firms, private foundations, the 
European Union (EU) and its agencies (non-regulative but substantive 

1 ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE INSTITUTIONAL FABRIC… 



10

advising and funding capacity), as well as other bodies like the World Bank 
and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). At the field level, influential internal stakeholders include pro-
fessional and disciplinary associations and staff/student unions alongside 
academic groups, administrators and managers. In contrast to the state 
and other official bodies which primarily play a regulatory role—setting 
the rules of engagement and allocating funding to HEIs—non- 
governmental stakeholders play an important role with respect to provid-
ing normative and cultural-cognitive features (Scott, 2001) underpinning 
institutional life across the sector, including within individual HEIs (Clark, 
1992). Amongst these stakeholders, professional and disciplinary group-
ings and associations tasked with socializing newcomers into the profes-
sion play a critical role in shaping the hearts and minds of academic 
communities across the board (Clark, 1987; Teichler et  al., 2013). 
Students and parents alongside local and regional actors like local govern-
ment and industry help set cognitive, behavioural and strategic frame-
works associated with the degree of local embeddedness as well as 
responsiveness to local demands and circumstances. Finally, university 
managers or leadership (central and sub-units) are tasked with, first devis-
ing, and second overseeing, the implementation of local rules, regulations 
and strategies that consider the complex interplay between external stake-
holders’ demands and internal priorities and strategic aspirations, on the 
one hand (Pinheiro & Stensaker, 2014), and cherished local norms, val-
ues, identities and traditions, on the other (Stensaker et al., 2012).

When taking stock of the effects associated with the regulatory, norma-
tive and cultural cognitive dimensions composing the institutional fabric 
of HE systems and HEIs (Fig. 1.2), it is important to take into account 
that these elements both co-exist and in many cases re-enforce one another, 
that is, they are nested systems that both emerge and co-evolve over time 
(Pinheiro & Young, 2017; Pekkola et al., 2022). Their co-existence also 
implies conflicting dynamics and paradoxes resulting from contrasting 
institutional logics that are a function of the complex and pluralistic envi-
ronments in which HEIs operate (Hüther & Krücken, 2016; Pietilä & 
Pinheiro, 2021), hence pushing HEIs in multiple directions.

As a result, system dynamics have a natural tendency to produce non- 
linear effects or feedback loops, either positive (reinforcing existing pat-
terns) or negative (resulting in adverse or unintended effects), that are 
beyond the control of a single individual or agency. In his seminal socio-
logical account of the nature of HE systems worldwide, Clark (1983) 
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Fig. 1.2 Institutional pillars in higher education systems. Source: Authors’ own, 
following Scott (2001)

refers to the dynamic and complex interplay between ‘order’ and ‘disor-
der’ as an integral mechanism to foster adaptative capacity or resilience 
over time.

Thus, academic systems steadily produce disorderly ways and orderly opera-
tions that interact with and stimulate one another. Academic forms condi-
tion change in part by setting and sustaining their opposing tendencies. The 
contradictions are perhaps necessary to adaptive capacity, since the adaptive 
system, needing both its disorder and order, is kept from freezing in place 
by the resulting tensions. (Clark, 1983, p. 214; for a recent discussion in the 
context of the post-entrepreneurial university, see Young & Pinheiro, 2022)

In short, in HE, institutional dimensions are both exogenous and endog-
enous to both the system as a whole and the individual HEIs. Shifts in 
governance regimes, driven by global and national events and enacted by 
the state or ‘superstructure’ (Clark, 1983), play a salient role in terms of 
the regulatory aspects underpinning institutional life across the field. 
Likewise, HEIs’ central and sub-unit leadership structures are sources of 
regulative or regulatory institutional features through the sets of formal 
rules and standard procedures enacted at the meso or HEI level. 
Professional associations, disciplinary groupings, and staff and student 
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unions act as the primary drivers of institutional features of the normative 
type. Finally, cultural-cognitive dimensions shaping the behaviour of 
actors at the local (HEIs and their respective sub-units) level are part and 
parcel of historically-laden and path-dependent processes associated with 
the inner life and ‘sagas’ (Clark, 1972) of the HEIs and sub-units in ques-
tion (Fig. 1.2).

coVId-19 as an external sHock

Organizational scholars have, over the years, used different concepts to 
characterize disruptive social phenomena with different degrees of adver-
sity, novelty and impact. Public policy scholars have advanced the notion 
of complex and inter-related ‘wicked’ problems for which there is no 
apparent solution, also given that it is not entirely clear what the diagnosis 
or causes are (Head, 2008). When confronted with such ill-defined situa-
tions laden with multiple value judgements, policy makers and managers 
alike are expected to resort to long-term monitoring and evaluation along-
side multiple stakeholder collaboration. One of the many challenges asso-
ciated with wicked problems is that, more often than not, these are not 
only constantly changing but the knowledge base or competencies 
required to efficiently address them is either weak, fragmented or con-
tested (ibid., pp. 32–33). Typical weak problems include climate change, 
growing inequality and digital transformation, to name but a few. Albeit 
some contestations, the coronary to wickedness is tameness, that is, cir-
cumstances where both problem and solution are widely known and for 
which a repertoire of possible solutions exists, thus representing relatively 
low levels of novelty (p. 32). Despite the fact that the family of (corona- 
related) viruses to which COVID-19 belongs has been widely known in 
the global health care community for some time, both the severity of 
infections and its related death rates make COVID-19 rank relatively high 
in terms of novelty, also given that the tested (existing) solutions—medi-
cines and vaccines—prior to its emergence and spread were found not to 
be efficient in reducing spread and hospitalizations.

Another disruptive phenomenon that scholars refer to is that of ‘Black 
Swans’, characterized as “large-scale unpredictable and irregular events of 
massive consequences” (Taleb, 2012, 6). Examples of such events include 
natural disasters such as earthquakes and tsunamis or man-made ones such 
as the 2008 global financial crisis. Despite knowledge on some of its 
related areas (e.g., how global financial markets work), the occurrence of 
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Black Swans as rare event makes both their likelihood and social impact 
impossible to predict in advance. Even though many earlier warnings were 
given regarding the possible occurrence of a major global health pandemic 
in years to come, as was the case in the recent past with the severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS) pandemic, no single individual or entity was 
able to predict with any degree of accuracy when and where COVID-19 
would be likely to occur, or its possible disruptive effects (degree of adver-
sity), socially, economically, culturally and politically.

While reflecting on the key lessons learnt in the context of a post- 
pandemic world, Zakaria (2020) refers to COVID-19 as a ‘Black Elephant’, 
namely, the hybrid combination of features associated with the Black 
Swans described above with the classic notion of ‘Elephant in the room’ 
or what Zerubavel (2006) refers to as the ‘conspiracy of silence’. The lat-
ter describes a situation where actors or participants (e.g., policy makers) 
are aware of an emergent, long-term problem yet decide not to do any-
thing about it (‘denialism’), given the absence of short-term incentives. 
Climate change or rising socio-economic inequality are two cases in point, 
with politicians and other decision makers preferring to “kick the can 
down the road”, that is, avoid solving the problem, given that its resolu-
tion will not provide them with short-term incentives (e.g., career promo-
tion or re-election). As alluded to earlier, it was widely known in policy 
and academic circles alike that it would be only a question of time before 
a disruptive global health pandemic would ensue, yet policy makers at the 
local, national and supra-national levels preferred to ignore it for the most 
part. Interestingly, even in those few cases where crisis management plans 
and infrastructure were in place, these largely failed when confronted with 
the realities on the ground. Notwithstanding the amount of financial, 
human and material resources dedicated to crisis management, which in 
most cases was inadequate, it seems planning cannot be a substitute for 
practice, as attested to by the considerably higher levels of preparedness 
amongst some Asian societies, given the lessons learnt in earlier health 
pandemics like SARS.  For example, the success behind the Taiwanese 
approach in containing the spread of COVID-19 is thought to result from 
sustained government efforts in building a resilient public health infra-
structure alongside the creation of a Central Epidemic Command Center 
mandated with orchestrating crisis responses across multiple layers of gov-
ernment, society and the economy (Gudi & Tiwari, 2020).

Finally, some analysts have referred to COVID-19 as a ‘game changer’ 
(Ansell et al., 2021) or major ‘landscape shock’ (Kanda & Kivimaa, 2020), 

1 ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE INSTITUTIONAL FABRIC… 



14

implying first, the inability of societies and economies to return to the ‘old 
normal’ (prior to the pandemic), and second, the substantial structural 
transformations in individuals’ private, public (social) and work-related 
lives. Examples include forecasted reductions in travelling overseas, flexi-
ble working with the regular use of home office, the full-hearted embrace 
of digital solutions in different realms of professional (work) and private 
(leisure) life, amongst other aspects. The perspective of ‘game changer’ 
tends to conceive of COVID-19 as a strategic opportunity to more broadly 
re-assess and re-imagine society and the economy, hence focusing on its 
opportunities and potential, for example, in embracing more meaningful, 
sustainable and ethically responsible lifestyles (Kanda & Kivimaa, 2020; 
Hodbod et al., 2021).

system dynamIcs: PrIor to and sHortly aFter 
coVId-19

In taking stock of the developments across the HE sector worldwide prior 
to COVID-19, it is important to note that a detailed analysis across all 
countries is beyond the remit of this volume. Instead, this short section 
seeks to provide the reader with a snapshot of key, sector-wide develop-
ments and trajectories as a means of setting the broader stage or canvas for 
the in-depth analysis that follows in section II of the volume. In so doing, 
we focus on the four world regions from which the empirical case studies 
composing the bulk of this volume emanate.

Europe

As a continent, Europe has, in the last two decades, experienced a process 
of convergence of HE structures and accreditation procedures on the one 
hand, and science and research policies on the other. The inter- 
governmental and voluntary Bologna process (48 signatories as of June 
2022) has set in motion a process of cooperation aimed at the adoption or 
convergence of similar standards, procedures and structures (Witte, 2008). 
As is the case with other policy domains across the continent, the results 
have been mixed, with some countries moving closer to the European 
model while others have made slower or no progress (Musselin, 2009). 
That said, it is widely acknowledged that the ambitious aim of establishing 
a common European Area for Higher Education (EHEA), on the whole, 
has made tangible progress over the years, and that, from a political 
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perspective, the process has been a major success (Enders & Westerheijden, 
2011), including forging structural reforms at the national level (Gornitzka, 
2006). In the realm of science and research policy, the quest to establish a 
common European research area (ERA) has also advanced over the last 
two decades. Of relevance has been the role of the European Commission 
and its various agencies, not least the creation of the European Research 
Council (as primary funder) and the flagship Horizon programmes aimed 
at fostering research excellence and innovation across the board (Amaral 
et al., 2010; Maassen & Olsen, 2007). Nedeva and Wedlin’s (2015) analy-
sis of European policy developments in the past decades has identified a 
shift in governance regime from ‘Science in Europe’, centred on collab-
orative applied research, towards ‘European Science’, where competition 
(for funding, talent and prestige) and academic excellence are key pillars 
(for a similar account within the Nordics, see Geschwind & Pinheiro, 2017).

More broadly, these developments mirror what has been happening at 
the national policy level as well (last 15 years), with most European coun-
tries infusing competitive (market-based) dynamics in their national HE 
systems as a means of fostering efficiency and competitiveness. Policy 
instruments include mergers amongst HEIs, the adoption of performance- 
based funding and other metrics, contractual arrangements and changes in 
the internal governance of HEIs (Vukasovic et  al., 2012; Seeber et  al., 
2015; Pinheiro et al., 2019). Moreover, quality, accountability and socially 
responsive (impact) agendas have also been articulated, with policy makers 
and university managers stressing the centrality of closer ties with society 
and its multiple stakeholders, including the business world and local com-
munities, in the context of the adaptation to demographic, technological 
and environmental transformation and shifting labour market and student 
demands (Hazelkorn et  al., 2018; Sørensen et  al., 2019). As far as the 
institutional landscape is concerned, on the whole, European HE has 
shifted towards fewer, larger and more comprehensive (and internally 
complex) HEIs, with the traditional binary divide between universities 
and non-university HEIs (e.g., polytechnics or applied sciences) gradually 
eroding in some countries (e.g., the Nordics) as a result of the quest for 
excellence and the impetus attributed to university rankings and global 
competitiveness (Antonowicz et al., 2018; Kehm & Stensaker, 2009).

In terms of the immediate responses to the COVID-19 crisis, and from 
a general perspective, HEIs and systems across the continent, as elsewhere, 
immediately responded with a move to emergency online learning with 
mixed results (Crawford et al., 2020; Council of Europe, 2021). Those 

1 ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE INSTITUTIONAL FABRIC… 



16

HEIs (e.g., in the Nordic countries, but not exclusively) that had 
 undertaken early investments in proper technological and digital learning 
platforms, alongside measures aimed at increasing the digital literacy  
of academic staff, on the whole, were able to cope with and adapt to the 
new circumstances (Pinheiro et  al., in press, 2023). In contrast, those 
 systems and HEIs that lagged, as a result, were less able to transition to an 
online teaching and learning environment without major disruptions. 
Students, particularly the first cycle groups and those initiating their 
degrees as well as doctoral fellows without local (family and friends) net-
works, however, were negatively affected with the social isolation resulting 
from campus closures and government-mandated lockdowns. Research 
activities resumed online, with more disruptions with initial projects or 
less established networks requiring some trust-building resulting from 
face-to-face interactions. Younger scholars with fewer established net-
works were particularly affected as seminars and workshops resumed 
online, with limited opportunity for social interaction. As was the case 
elsewhere, the lockdown affected internationalization activities by imped-
ing the mobility of students and staff, with international students in par-
ticular suffering the severest consequences of the lockdown. With respect 
to societal engagement (third mission), studies show that many HEIs, in 
Europe and beyond, faced difficulties in adapting existing engagement 
practices, especially regarding the efficient use of digital technologies (e.g., 
Cristofoletti & Pinheiro, 2022). Furthermore, the pandemic has resulted 
in new debates regarding the societal role of HEIs. Finally, as far as leader-
ship and governance are concerned, studies from Finland suggest that the 
COVID-19 crisis highlighted the importance associated with autonomous 
professionals (individual judgement) and adaptability fostered by dynamic 
collegial structures (Pekkola et al., 2021).

Latin America

As with other regions, talking about HE in Latin America is only possible 
with a high level of abstraction. Latin American HE systems vary substan-
tially by size, the balance between the private and public sectors, the 
degree of institutional differentiation, and many other dimensions. 
Nevertheless, in more general terms, different Latin American HE systems 
do display some relevant (common?) traits. Most of the HEIs in the region 
were established (or profoundly reformed) as part of the strategies for 
building modern states after independence in the early nineteenth century. 
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At that time, all countries adopted the Napoleonic model. Under this 
model, the bachelor’s degree was regarded as the most fundamental one 
because it assigns a long-lasting professional identity while granting access 
to protected niches in the labour market.

Within this tradition, academic life tended to gravitate around the all- 
important first level of university degrees. In Latin America, graduate edu-
cation is a relatively recent addition to the original institutional fabric. In 
most countries, graduate instruction came into existence only in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. The Napoleonic heritage also made the 
Latin American University a teaching-centred institution. In most coun-
tries, research developed only later, as a new institutional layer developed, 
represented by research centres and laboratories, insulated from the daily 
life of the universities. Within this framework, it is possible to understand 
how part-time commitment to academic life is widespread and accepted, 
even in prestigious universities. The novelty of graduate education across 
the continent also means that the academic staff, on average, is academi-
cally poorly qualified. Even today, in many Latin American countries, most 
academics hold only a bachelor’s degree (OEI, 2022).

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Latin American universities 
experienced another wave of reforms, responsible for the most conspicu-
ous characteristics of public universities in the region. The first of these 
reforms was democratic governance—the so-called co-Gobierno—where 
the legitimacy of the university authorities derives from the electoral pro-
cess mobilizing all internal bodies of the university (primarily students, 
academics and employees). The second is a rather unique understanding 
of university autonomy with the institution enjoying a considerable degree 
of independence from all external stakeholders, including the government 
(Bernasconi, 2014). And the third is the conception of public universities 
as tuition-free institutions, fully supported by public funds.

Access to HE has expanded in the region since the 1970s. However, 
this expansion followed a hierarchical logic, confining most of the pres-
sures for access into demand-driven, usually for-profit sectors or a depleted 
second tier of public institutions, mushrooming in the shade of the most 
prestigious schools and universities.

Since the late 1990s, Latin American governments adopted several pol-
icies and instruments advocated by international organizations and propa-
gated inside specialized international forums around the globe. In most 
Latin American countries, these reforms had important impacts on the 
most academically endowed institutions, both public and private ones. 
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They promoted research and graduate education and supported the devel-
opment of more complex institutional designs, with room for quality 
assurance procedures and the adoption of a wide set of institutional goals 
developed in dialogue with internal and external stakeholders. However, it 
was only in a handful of countries that these reforms translated into com-
prehensive change. In most Latin American countries, adopting the new 
instruments created by the reforms was optional. So the effects of the 
reforms tended to be concentrated in the most dynamic institutions leav-
ing the demand-driven institutions almost untouched (Balbachevsky, 
2020). As a result, HE systems preserved their strong hierarchical configu-
ration: a pyramid formed by a large base composed of HEIs catering for 
most of the student population from the low-quality general education 
offered in these countries, topped by a narrow apex of highly dynamic 
universities. While the former group is subject to bureaucratic controls 
that have little impact on quality, the latter group experienced substantial 
developments thanks to the reforms. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit 
the region, most HEIs were totally unprepared to answer the emergency. 
In the pre-pandemic period, the bulk of the public sector had little experi-
ence with online resources. In many cases, even elite institutions faced a 
chronic lack of resources, worked with outdated infrastructure and classes/
activities were organized primarily in the form of old-fashioned lectures. 
On the other hand, distance education was explored mainly by demand-
driven institutions, which lent an enduring stigma to learning through the 
internet.

The first days of the pandemic left most institutions in complete disar-
ray. Many stakeholders at the public and private elite HEIs approached the 
situation under the supposition that social isolation would be short-lived 
and advocated for the closure of the institutions. Most of the private sec-
tor, dependent on the tuition paid by the students, refused to shut down. 
Instead, they mobilized whatever resources and experience they had in 
distance education, and quickly trained their faculty to use internet tools 
for organizing remote classes and activities. However, even in the best 
scenarios, these institutions faced serious cash constraints, with many stu-
dents dropping out of their programmes.

As the pandemic lasted and social isolation became the ‘new normal’, 
institutions and academics everywhere opted to resume activities using 
online tools. In most universities, the response pattern showed a kaleido-
scopic design, with each sub-unit—faculty, school or institute formulating 
different responses and mobilizing tools and support for students and 
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academics. Despite the high level of fragmentation, some evaluations car-
ried out after the worst of the pandemic depict a positive image, especially 
for the most robust and well-endowed universities in the region (OEI, 
2022). These universities actively explored opportunities opened by new, 
“de- territorialised internationalization” to access international scholars 
and events to bring a zest for international life to local academic initiatives 
(Balbachevsky et al., 2022). For the best universities, the pandemic was a 
real game-changing experience. It provided opportunities to update their 
information technology infrastructure, opened opportunities for reposi-
tioning their research teams in the world web of science and created rele-
vant pressures for changing old teaching models and curricula. All these 
changes reinforced the university brand worldwide and expanded its access 
to funds and support. However, the poor, first-generation students expe-
rienced most of the negative consequences of the pandemic. Students 
without adequate study conditions, technology and connectivity, disabili-
ties, and impairments struggled with educational attainment over the pan-
demic years. Latin America is known for its extremely high levels of 
socio-economic inequality, poverty and social exclusion. As expected, the 
effects of the pandemic were most severe on students from low-income 
families or those attending HE in demand-driven institutions. Many of 
these students, facing threats to their immediate survival, opted to drop 
out or postpone their studies. It is still too early to assess how many of 
these decisions will be permanent and how many are just temporary.

 Asia-Pacific
In the past two decades, the Asia-Pacific region has experienced significant 
development of HE systems in terms of quantity and quality. This devel-
opment stems from the increased demand for higher learning. The inabil-
ity of the public HE system to absorb the growing demand has resulted in 
rapid growth of private HE. This heavy reliance on private HE in general 
increased vulnerability in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Levy 
et al., 2020). In Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines, private 
HE has absorbed most of the HE enrolment. China and Vietnam have 
also acknowledged the emergence of non-governmental HE and have 
arranged the provision of foreign HE programmes with national partners. 
Singapore and Hong Kong have served as the ‘knowledge hub’ with lead-
ing research universities ranked highly internationally and attracting global 
talent. Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia also developed private 
HE. Malaysian private HE legally authorized the branch campuses of 
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foreign universities through partnerships with domestic institutions and 
has attracted international students who seek English-medium instruction 
in the Asian social environment. Australia and New Zealand have accepted 
many international students, primarily from East, Southeast, South and 
West Asia, mostly with full-cost tuition. Australia has also developed off-
shore campuses. India has become an emerging exporter of HE, with 
branch campuses in the Middle East and Africa. Under these circum-
stances, the Asia-Pacific region has experienced an explosion of student 
mobility within and across regions. Also, national interventions in HE, 
with respect to both academic excellence and quality assurance, have occa-
sionally stifled intellectual autonomy and freedom.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic and its influence on HE in 
the Asia-Pacific region was highly diverse and complex, especially in its 
international aspects (Mok, 2022; Oleksiyenko et al. 2022). Even before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, government interventions tended to be con-
nected with diplomatic tensions, as seen in Hong Kong and the Australia–
China relationship. The first outbreak of COVID-19 started in Wuhan, 
China, where the Chinese government initiated strict control of people’s 
mobility there and then across the country. This was followed by out-
breaks in Europe and North America. Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, New 
Zealand and Australia most of whom took quick actions on border con-
trol, prohibiting the entry of almost all foreign citizens. Most countries 
also implemented the closure of university campuses. Instead, emergent 
online instruction rapidly spread through national and institutional 
initiatives.

Under these circumstances, the governance structure at both the macro 
and meso levels strengthened its top-down characteristics as a reaction to 
emergency and crisis management. The government enacted strong rec-
ommendations and requirements, first, with campus closure and online- 
based instruction, and universities collaborating or taking their own 
initiatives (e.g., Zhang & Yu, 2022). In the case of Japan, some universi-
ties started systemic financial support to the students, both for providing 
equipment necessary for online learning and compensation for the drastic 
decrease of part-time job opportunities off campuses. The universities 
have also been faced with the need to respond to and provide support to 
address the psychological stress of the students during the pandemic (Jiang 
et al., 2021). In Japan, after repeated outbreaks, the Minister of Education 
recommended face-to-face instruction, but many universities, especially in 
metropolitan areas, continued mostly with online instruction. At the 
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institutional level, the leadership team strengthened its emphasis on teach-
ing and learning through systematic online instruction and the rapid dif-
fusion of the learning management system, including video recordings of 
the classes. Internal meetings among academic staff also shifted to online. 
This increased transparency in decision-making, while the decision-mak-
ing process itself tended to be simplified and more top-down. These con-
ditions sometimes limit democratization initiatives, such as the student 
conflict in Hong Kong that was active before the pandemic (Jung 
et al., 2021).

The relatively tight and successful control of HE systems at both macro 
and meso levels, especially in East Asia and Oceania, resulted in drastic 
changes in international student flows. While the short-term sending and 
acceptance of students were almost entirely sustained, the policies for the 
acceptance of long-term international students varied. Japan and Australia 
strictly limited border entry and student visas, even for regular and term- 
level studies. As a result, Australia experienced a drastic decrease in tuition 
fee income from international students (Welch, 2022). The diplomatic 
tensions between China, Australia and the US, and occasional racial attacks 
on students from the Asian countries widely seen in North America, 
Europe and Oceania also became a significant concern. Japan lost student 
enrolment in the Japanese language schools that catered to de facto 
unskilled labour and future students at universities and HEIs. South Korea 
continued to accept international students during the pandemic, some of 
whom would have planned to study in neighbouring countries, such 
as Japan.

On the other hand, the high demand for studying abroad persisted 
among East Asian students. Online attendance at foreign universities, 
both for regular students and exchange students, became a daily scene. 
Australian universities increased offshore education to compensate for the 
diminishing entry of international students. Regional consortiums, such as 
University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific (UMAP) and Association of 
Pacific Rim Universities (APRU), started online courses for virtual student 
exchange and collaborative learning.

As regards future developments across the region, beginning in 2022, 
some countries, such as Japan and Australia, started to accept international 
students, while China still held to the zero-corona policy, including occa-
sional harsh lockdowns in Shanghai and Beijing. Japanese universities also 
restarted their study abroad programmes, while online exchange 
continued.
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Diplomatic tensions, including the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the 
US–China relationship, substantially influenced HE. The tightened top- 
down initiatives during the pandemic still worked negatively to control 
information, academic freedom and autonomy. The reduced flow of stu-
dents and academics also functioned negatively against free intellectual 
dialogue across borders. On the other hand, accepting students and schol-
ars from Ukraine became big news in Japan and South Korea.

The different timings of crises among countries and regions during the 
pandemic also negatively affected sharing of the common sense of crisis 
and future vision in the Asia-Pacific region. While some countries or 
regions face a crisis, others are in the recovery phase, with conditions and 
relations changing rapidly and drastically. In addition, some economies, 
such as Taiwan, South Korea and, to some degree, mainland China, did 
not experience severe damage to their economy and industry from the 
pandemic, resulting in further developments in HE, science and technol-
ogy. On the other hand, Japan’s ability to attract global talent was severely 
damaged from a long-term perspective.

In the short run, most Asia-Pacific countries will try to recover the lost 
face-to-face instruction, campus life and international mobility of students 
and academics. However, the game continues to change with widely dif-
fused online learning resources. Drastic changes to the economic and geo-
political power balance and relationships are ongoing.

 Africa
Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in late 2019 in China, and 
elsewhere in early 2020, there have been many analyses of the implications 
of the pandemic for the education sector generally, and for HE 
specifically.

The World Bank (2020), for instance, has suggested that the pandemic 
will intensify the existing crisis in developing, particularly poor, countries, 
affecting in their estimate, around 258 million children. One of the con-
cerns relates to the fact that many of these countries will fail to meet 
Sustainable Development Goal 4 relating to free, equitable and quality 
primary and secondary education.

They point to the immediate costs to the education system, specifically 
a decline in learning and an increase in drop-outs as less funding is made 
available for educational inputs. Fiscal pressures across the developing 
world as a consequence of reduced economic activity, in the World Bank’s 
(2020) view, will undoubtedly lead to lower investment in education. 
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Limited educational resources will then focus primarily on teachers to the 
possible detriment in the quality of education.

In a similar vein, with respect to South Africa specifically, Gustafsson 
and Deliwe (2020) point to substantial learning losses, reduced access to 
educational materials and lower participation in schools in poor communi-
ties unable to afford fees.

With regard to the HE sector, and specifically universities, there is sub-
stantial evidence now that both industrialized and developing countries 
were severely impacted by the COVID-19 crisis from March/April 2020 
with the onset of the pandemic.

Even though the impact of the pandemic was initially less severe than it 
was in the northern hemisphere, many developing countries, particularly 
those on the African continent, struggled to adjust their HE systems to 
the growing challenges posed by the pandemic.

Mogaji et al. (2022) draw attention to the numerous and diverse chal-
lenges facing African universities in the face of the pandemic. Foremost 
amongst these challenges is the depth of the infrastructure deficit in many 
African countries. The university system in many African countries has 
been historically under-funded with capital expenditure often the victim of 
budget cuts by both governments and universities themselves.

During the pandemic, in the view of Mogaji et  al. (2022), amongst 
others, the declining infrastructure budget posed the greatest challenge 
given the urgent need to develop an efficient and effective system for the 
delivery of online teaching. In many African countries, the potential for 
effective online education is exacerbated by poor internet connectivity, 
particularly outside the big cities, even in relatively developed countries 
such as Kenya and South Africa.

With specific reference to Kenya, Osabwa (2022) shows how unpre-
pared that country (one of the most industrially advanced countries on the 
African continent) was, in terms of, inter alia, developing new instruc-
tional modes of delivery. This led to a virtual shutdown of the HE sector 
during the initial stages of the outbreak. In this regard, a key inhibiting 
factor was the “social distancing requirement that limited in-person gath-
erings necessitating virtual learning for which most African countries were 
clearly not prepared” (Osabwa, 2022:1).

Osabwa (2022:1) describes the emerging African HE crisis as follows:

Save for a few universities (in Africa) that had digital infrastructure, the rest 
encountered difficulties in moving to remote learning. Many had to quickly 
assemble digital curricula, the quality of which could not be guaranteed. 
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Even if an institution managed to do so, not all students could be brought 
on board. Digital exclusion became more pronounced than ever before, 
with learners who were economically, technologically and geographically 
disadvantaged missing out. Inequalities in education were laid bare and 
exacerbated.

Nevertheless, Osabwa (2022:1) ends his perceptive analysis on a posi-
tive note thus: “The whole experience prompted various stakeholders—
university management, faculty, and government—to rethink their modes 
of education delivery, with quality and access in mind. In retrospect, the 
pandemic could serve as a catalyst for digitalization in Africa’s higher edu-
cation system”.

Some analyses of the impact of COVID-19 on education have focused, 
both internationally and in Africa, on the links to poverty and 
unemployment.

In South Africa, the most economically advanced country on the con-
tinent, there is evidence to suggest that unemployment has probably 
passed the historically high 35 per cent level identified in the last quarterly 
survey by Statistics South Africa (2022), given the closing of numerous 
businesses, especially small and medium enterprises, and the forced reduc-
tion of working hours. Similarly, it is likely that extreme poverty levels 
have surpassed the almost 14 million identified in the last survey under-
taken in 2015 (Statistics South Africa, 2017).

Going beyond poverty and unemployment, little analysis, if any, has 
been undertaken on the potential impact of COVID-19 on inequality as a 
consequence of its impact on education generally, and on HE specifically.

It is common knowledge that South Africa is one of the most unequal 
countries in world on the basis of income and wealth. The inequality in 
education and health outcomes is of a similarly unacceptable nature. The 
limited evidence gathered so far suggest that inequality will intensify in 
South Africa as more poor children and young adults drop out of schools, 
colleges and universities (partly because of intensified poverty, and partly 
because of the inability to access remote learning). This situation prevails 
in many other African countries as well.

Importantly, there is no doubt that fiscal pressures across the continent 
because of pandemic-induced constraints on economic growth will curtail 
the resources available for HE across Africa. The implications of the fiscal 
crisis for HE therefore are that the urgently needed resources for improv-
ing the quality of learning will be lacking in the foreseeable future. In sum, 
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the short-and long-term impacts of COVID-19 on HE suggest that the 
prognosis for the all-important reduction in Africa of poverty and inequal-
ity in their various manifestations is not an optimistic one.

organIzatIon oF tHe Volume and content

The volume is organized around five distinct sections, with the first and 
last pertaining to an introduction and epilogue by the editors, respectively. 
The heart of the volume are three dedicated sections (2–4) composed of a 
set of case chapters, each covering at least one key level of analysis: macro 
(system-wide responses), meso (HEIs’ responses) and micro (key actors 
within HEIs). In most of the cases comprising the empirical heart of the 
volume, and given the systemic perspective being adopted, relationships 
between multiple levels are explored and analysed in the light of specific 
theories and analytical concepts. The empirical contributions encompass 
both qualitative and qualitative accounts, with the latter being the pre-
dominant approach.

Chapter 1, by the editors, sets the stage for the analysis by providing 
conceptual and empirical backdrops for understanding the contextual cir-
cumstances underpinning the case studies. These include clarifying what is 
meant by the institutional features of HE systems and HEIs, as well as a 
conceptualization of COVID-19 as an external shock. The chapter con-
cludes with a short overview of system dynamics facing the world regions 
included in the volume.

In Chap. 2, Clarke shows how the pandemic exacerbated existing defi-
ciencies in the Irish HE system such as its failure to reach the most-needy 
students. The author shows that COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated and 
made more visible key system wide deficiencies in Irish HE such as reach-
ing students who were most in need. In addition, it highlighted the resil-
ience of the system, the benefits of a sectoral approach for crisis management 
alongside the move away from traditional approaches in developing stake-
holder relationships. Finally, the Irish case demonstrates that a sectoral 
approach is advantageous in the context of future policy planning.

Chapter 3, by Shenderova et al., considers the role of internationaliza-
tion on policy actors during the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland and 
Russia. Based on the analysis of policy documents and relevant literature, 
the authors show that, when faced with adversity, centralist administrative 
traditions face far more profound changes at the policy level compared to 
other systems. COVID-19 had a particular impact on the composition of 
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policy networks in the field of HE, with the pandemic opening doors to 
new policy actors emanating from the realms of public health and national 
security. The authors conclude that given their strategic salience in terms 
of agenda setting these new actors pose a major challenge for the future of 
internationalization of HE in Poland and Russia.

In Chap. 4, Dakowska provides an excellent overview of the impact of 
the pandemic on French HE. In this country, the onset of the crisis coin-
cided with a time of political turmoil where most of the academic com-
munity sustained an open opposition to an HE reform proposed by the 
Ministry of Higher Education. The conflation of the temporalities helps 
understand the mistrust expressed by part of the academic community 
against the Ministry during the pandemic. On the other hand, the uncer-
tainties surrounding the crisis provide a context where rectors needed fre-
quent consultations with the Ministry, opening a window for reinforcing 
the Ministry’s position vis-a-vis the universities and neutralizing the oppo-
sition. The chapter also maps the responses at the institutional level, 
exploring how the institutional differentiation and the growing inequali-
ties experienced by HE in France in recent years framed differences in the 
constraints faced by each institution and its responses to the challenges 
posed by the COVID-19 crisis. At this level, the pandemic reinforced 
existing trends. However, while inequalities in access to resources played a 
critical role in explaining varying degrees of institutional resilience during 
lockdowns, other local factors were also crucial for understanding differ-
ences in institutional responses to the crisis.

Chapter 5, by Bisaso and Achanga, investigates responses to COVID-19 
by analysing practices from the perspectives of both the HE system and 
that of HE institutions, thus focusing on the interplay between the macro- 
and meso-level elements in the context of HE in Uganda. The chapter 
analyses the guidelines for the implementation of the Open/Online 
Distance and e-Learning (ODeL) system of the National Council on 
Higher Education (NCHE) and explores how HEIs responded to ensure 
continuity in teaching and learning during the crisis caused by the pan-
demic. The authors conclude by reiterating the need to build institutional 
and human capacity for resilience in HEIs, alongside the need to  under-
stand the capacities of HEIs to cope with emerging demands.

Chapter 6, by Barbosa et al., explores how different institutional pro-
files of HEIs present in Brazilian HE shaped the local responses to the 
crisis brought by the pandemic. The authors mobilized several indicators 
to propose a complex typology of institutions that goes far beyond the 
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traditional binary between public and private for understanding the core 
elements shaping the dominant institutional logic for each type of institu-
tion. The arguments advanced in the chapter relate the main features of 
this institutional logic with the pattern of institutional responses to the 
crisis brought by the pandemic. In the Brazilian experience, the challenges 
created by the prolonged lockdown compounded the dilemmas of sup-
porting the new profiles of students who had gained access to university 
thanks to the affirmative policies in place since the beginning of the 2010s. 
Both public and private institutions faced similar challenges. However, it 
was the public sector, particularly the large comprehensive public universi-
ties, that faced the more decisive test. These universities were forced to sail 
through the unknown sea created by the crisis without previous experi-
ence with tools of distance learning and without counting on real support 
from the Ministry of Education. That they succeeded in responding to the 
challenges brought by the pandemic represents a strong signal of their 
institutional resilience.

In Chap. 7, Yonezawa et al. describe how the rapid expansion of online 
opportunities in Japan has enabled the development of learning manage-
ment systems (LMSs). They describe the potential of these developments 
for expanding international learning and overcoming language, cultural 
and other differences across countries. The authors view this expansion of 
the virtual space as a strategic opportunity to break down the barriers of 
physical space putting in place a new ‘revolutionary’ internationalization 
of HE. They underline their key argument with two interesting case stud-
ies at the Universities of Kansai and Tohoku. The freeing of international 
education from the constraints of physical space, in the view of the authors, 
will enable greater cross-cultural and cross-country communication to 
promote greater understanding between countries.

In Chap. 8, Rabossi et al. examine the reaction of international rela-
tions offices at various types of universities in Argentina facing the restric-
tion of international student mobility under the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Applying resilience theory to the university organizations, the authors 
argue that the unforeseen circumstances made universities as conservative 
organizations more adaptive and innovative. The results of the interviews 
of senior international relations officers indicate that the universities work 
more collaboratively for student support and remote teaching and learn-
ing for emergency. They perceive that their work becomes more interna-
tional by expanding their role in online exchange in addition to physical 
student mobility. The authors also point out the critical roles of both 
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institutional leadership and community in the changing process at the uni-
versities and the surrounding stakeholders. However, the concern about 
the prospects for public funding for internationalization activities such as 
exchange scholarship and overseas study activities was also pointed out.

Chapter 9 by Charles discusses the reinforcement of university civic- 
engagement, through case studies of two universities in Newcastle in the 
UK, working with local communities for immediate health needs and 
long-term revival of the local communities caused by the pandemic. In the 
UK, which has a long tradition of the idea of civic university, the pandemic 
arrived at a time when many universities were developing civic engage-
ment agreements with host cities. In addition to the vivid and realistic 
depiction both at campuses and cities under the pandemic, the author 
develops the conceptual discussion referring to the ‘quadruple helix’ 
framework which includes the community as an additional partner along-
side university, industry and government. Given the concern about inter-
national student recruitment and institutional reputation as a consequence, 
Brexit is also mentioned as a factor promoting further community 
engagement.

By using three empirical cases from the Nordic countries, Chap. 10 by 
Asante et al. develops and tests a novel analytical framework centred on 
university resilience along the lines of antecedents, processes and out-
comes. The findings suggest that Nordic HEIs denote a high ability to 
adapt to new situations whilst retaining both function and identity. In 
other words, they were found to remain rather resilient under adversity as 
was the case of COVID-19. More specifically, the study reveals that 
knowledge-based and social-based resources and capabilities, combined 
with effective leadership and decision-making procedures, play a critical 
role in fostering adaptability to emerging circumstances.

Taking a country case of Brazil, Almeida and Terra in Chap. 11 evaluate 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic that reinforced the university’s 
third mission through technology transfer. Following the theoretical dis-
cussion on the relationship between the entrepreneurial university and 
spin-off dynamics, the national context of Brazil in science, technology 
and innovation is analysed. Through the analysis of the macro landscape 
and case studies of representative spin-offs, they identified three character-
istics of the internal dynamics in technology transfer process: (1) interac-
tion among researchers, research groups and companies to address the 
care of COVID-19 patients; (2) forming of networks of companies for 
providing medical support services; and (3) the digitalization of processes 
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and services in health-related fields. The authors also refer to a rather 
meandering national context in science, technology and innovation given 
the social and political tensions (growing polarisation) in this country.

In Chap. 12, Liu and Horta investigate both the thinking and agency 
of individual academics (in Hong Kong and mainland China) in adapting 
to a new scholarly environment whilst navigating through the social norms 
imposed by public policy to prevent the propagation of the pandemic. The 
findings show that the participants had mixed views about the impact of 
the pandemic on their academic work and on their lives. Responses to the 
pandemic were found to mirror the importance attached by academics and 
the HE system, including HEIs, to specific issues. Most participants 
reported increases in research productivity during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. As elsewhere, the data highlights the major challenges that partici-
pants faced as they were haunted by uncertainty and hampered by the 
work-from-home policy and travel restrictions. The study illuminates the 
adaptability and malleability that some academics have when responding 
to crises. Some participants coped better than others with the challenges 
they faced, but all were able to find ways to persevere, and in a few 
cases, thrive.

Chapter 13, by Nokkala et al., explores how academics in Europe and 
North America construe the relationship between work and their universi-
ties during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on several 
rounds of semi-structured group interviews, and building on the concept 
of ‘psychological contract’, the study finds that academics’ reactions to 
pandemic practices were, on the one hand, marked by disillusionment, 
frustration and conflict and, on the other hand, by feelings of contentment 
and satisfaction, being cared for and caring for people. The characteristics 
of the HE systems or individual HEIs became more pronounced as uni-
versity practices moved from short-term crisis management to adaptive 
longer-term practices.

Chapter 14 by Solberg and Tømte examines the nature of digital trans-
formation of teaching and learning based on a large-scale survey among 
students and faculties of HEIs in Norway. Focusing on the first phase of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the authors examined (1) how the academic 
staff developed their digital competencies; (2) how students and academic 
staff perceived the online teaching; and (3) the future perspectives on HE 
after the pandemic. Their findings indicate a continued preference for 
campus- based teaching and learning by students and faculties, while the 
newly developed digital resources are positively accepted in general. This 

1 ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE INSTITUTIONAL FABRIC… 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-26393-4_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-26393-4_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-26393-4_14


30

chapter also clarifies the limitation of their findings under the exceptional 
emergency circumstances and advocates the necessity for further discus-
sion on the contribution of digitalization for quality improvement of 
teaching and learning.

Chapter 15 by Pekkola et al. explores the impact of the pandemic on 
Finnish HE, focusing on the strategic roles played by academic leaders in 
steering their institutions when facing the challenges created by the crisis. 
The chapter also explores the tensions arising from the contrasts between 
the new managerial roles assumed by these leaders and the collegial ele-
ments presiding over many social aspects of academic work. Under the 
constraints imposed by the crisis, the managers continued with their daily 
practices but with more robust responsibilities for coordinating academic 
work, decision-making and planning. The chapter uses data from a survey 
organized in two waves, one at the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis and 
the other applied one year after the beginning of the crisis. The data show 
that COVID-19 caused problems in communication between HEIs and 
government officials and, inside the institution, with staff and students. 
However, the picture from the survey suggests that Finnish universities 
responded to the crisis quite swiftly, with a high degree of coordination, 
focused on ensuring the continuity of university operations.

In Chap. 16, Schreiber and colleagues focus on a critical change aspect 
experienced by HE worldwide: how the COVID-19 crisis repositioned 
issues related to learning, students, and student affairs in the institutional 
decision- making agenda. These issues are, for sure, one central pillar of 
HE everywhere. However, as argued by the chapter’s authors, the crisis 
shed “a glaring light on the range of obstacles higher education faces to 
equitable learning”. The new circumstance created by the crisis pushed for 
new roles and institutional repositioning of the Student Affairs Services 
(SAS) in almost all HEIs. The chapter explores the changes experienced 
by SAS across the globe, using survey data from universities on all conti-
nents. The new tasks assumed by SAS were not limited to fighting inequal-
ities in the students’ access to remote learning. Everywhere, SAS also 
responded to new issues arising from students’ social and cultural prob-
lems worsened by the experience of social isolation and provided vital 
resources and competencies for the universities to face the mental health 
crisis that accompanied the pandemic. Overall, the data findings present a 
converging picture of how SAS services were centrally involved in all insti-
tutional decisions regarding the challenges posed by the lockdown and 

 R. PINHEIRO ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-26393-4_15
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-26393-4_16


31

how these experiences ended up repositioning SAS in the universities’ 
decision-making structures.

Finally, Chap. 17 by the book editors reflects on the lessons learnt and 
ways forward in the form of an epilogue. Four key features or mechanisms 
stand out unambiguously in the manner in which countries and their 
respective HE systems responded to the crisis, namely, rationality, cooper-
ation, resilience and innovation. These are discussed in the light of the 
individual case contributions and a proposed roadmap for future studies is 
suggested.
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