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Prof René Pellissier (SARUA)
SARUA Knowledge Co-Production

Session 1 

INTRODUCTION TO PARTICIPATORY 
APPROACHES (PAS) & SDGS
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A[n excellent] university

University 
of Oxford

MIT

Harvard 
University 

Harvard
University

Rankings will 
never capture all 

of the great things 
we do

1. Who currently benefits 
most from university 
research?

2. Who should benefit?

3. When last did a 
community co-design a 
research problem at your 
university?

Think about this
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Certain fundamentals have changed

EvaluationWhereWhyWhatModes

Peer reviewUniversitiesAcademic 
curiosity

Discipline-based 
theory1

Utility & 
relevance

Multi-disciplinary 
collaborationSocietal needsApplication-based2

Systemic 
impact

Institutional 
networks

Knowledge co-
evolution

Innovation 
systems3

Long-term 
societal value

Societal integrationSocietal/environ-
mental goals

Sustainability & 
transformation4

#1.  Modes of knowledge production
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Field of knowledge productionField of knowledge production

Fields of study 
(sub-disciplines)

Fields of study 
(sub-disciplines)

DisciplineDiscipline

Science-based professions, 
concerned with non-life 

systems, & applied health 
sciences concerned with life 

systems

Science-based professions, 
concerned with non-life 

systems, & applied health 
sciences concerned with life 

systems

Natural & physical sciences 
concerned with life systems 

& non-life systems

Natural & physical sciences 
concerned with life systems 

& non-life systems

Social sciences & 
humanities concerned with 

non-life or life systems

Social sciences & 
humanities concerned with 

non-life or life systems

Social professions, 
concerned with life systems 

but also utilitarian & 
technical professions

Social professions, 
concerned with life systems 

but also utilitarian & 
technical professions

Hard Soft

Applied

Pure

Nature of academic disciplines

Mono-disciplinarity Multi-
disciplinarity

Inter-
disciplinarity

Trans-
disciplinarity

Discipline

Goal setting under one thematic umbrella
Goal

Disciplines

Goal

Scientific community Non-scientific 
community

Disciplinarity within 
one academic discipline

Multi-disciplinarity

Inter-disciplinarity

Trans-disciplinarity

#2. Disciplinarity
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#3. Invite all stakeholders around the same 
fire 

Research is part of a wider social & policy ecosystem

https://heyzine.com/flip-
book/14eef2db54.html#page/2

https://engagesdg.softr.app/

Linking disciplinarity to helix frameworks
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• Abandons the traditional "ivory tower" model

• Recognises knowledge is co-created with external 
partners through reciprocal, long-term relationships

• Integrates teaching, research, innovation and 
service with the needs of society, working in 
partnership with communities, government, 
industry and civil society to create knowledge and 
solutions that generate public value

The engaged 
university 

concept

The engaged university towards social 
transformation
• Traditional university → Produces 

knowledge
• Engaged university → Co-creates 

knowledge with society

Social transformation is the long-term 
process through which universities, 
working collaboratively with governments, 
industry, civil society and communities, 
contribute to lasting improvements in 
human wellbeing, social justice, 
environmental sustainability, economic 
opportunity and democratic participation. 
Within the engaged university, social 
transformation represents the highest 
expression of public value, achieved 
through the co-creation and application of 
knowledge to address complex societal 
challenges.
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Participatory Approaches

Collaborative 
processes 
involve all 

stakeholders

Not 
consultation 

but co-
production & 

shared 
ownership

Local 
knowledge = 

academic 
expertise

Prioritise
equity, 

inclusion & 
context-

responsive 
solutions

Ivory tower  of 
knowledge 
 engaged, 

collaborative 
partner

Participatory approaches enable local people to share, enhance 
and analyse their knowledge of life and conditions, to plan and to 

act. (Chambers, 1994). 

Implementation of PAs

14

27

28

78

82

82

Science shops

Citizen science

Living labs

Participatory action research…

Community-based…

Stakeholder research

%PA use 

17

16

13

6

Ìnstitution wide

Within faculties

Within dept/school

Individual

Level of activity

Towards the ‘whole institution’ approach to 
societal engagement (1)
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45

49

67

72

80

85

91

94

System for monitoring  impact of engagement  on communities

Policies provide guidelines on use of PAs for knowledge production

Engagement policy or framework exists

Policies or guidelines relating to engagement with local communities (to
contribute to achieving SDGs)

Need to develop a better understanding on selecting appropriate PAs

Dedicated central unit that coordinates engagement activities

Need to develop a better understanding of various PAs

Future need for more guidance to academic/support staff on use of PAs

% Agreement with support required

Requirements for engagement and impact 

Understanding & 
Institutionalisation

Implementation:
Processes, policies
& systems

Towards the ‘whole institution’ approach
to societal engagement (2)

• Participatory Approaches don’t fail because communities are  hard to 
work with. 

• PAs fail because institutions invite participation without being willing (or 
able) to share power, time, resources or accountability.

• Participation becomes symbolic
• Communities sense this quickly & disengage
• Trust erodes faster than if participation had never been promised

• Promotion rewards publications, not relationships
• Funding rewards speed, not inclusion
• Overworked & under-supported academics
• Imported  best practice  models are used
• Local culture, politics & history are overlooked

But it’s not just moonshine & roses….

University

Community
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Take a moment
Power dynamics diagram

Draw a triangle: University/Industry/Government.
• Where is the community now?
• Where should they be?

University

IndustryGovernment

Stakeholder mapping & community boards
The Interest–Influence Matrix

High influence/ High 
interest (Key players)

Actively engage & involve in 
decision-making)

Low influence/ Low interest 
(Monitor, low-priority 

engagement)

Low influence/ High 
interest 

(Keep informed, engage in 
subcommittees)

High influence/ Low 
interest

(Keep satisfied, justify 
engagement)

In
fl

u
e

n
ce

Core members central 
in co-design

Can strongly impact 
outcomes but may not 
see immediate value

Benefit from activities but 
little power.

Peripheral actors with 
limited impact or direct 
stake

Interest
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Local government Community-based organisations NGOs 
Business and industry Schools and TVET colleges Healthcare 
providers Faith-based organisations Traditional leaders (where 
appropriate) Youth representatives Alumni University 
academics Students Professional services staff

SDG Localization
SDGs into local policies, community actions, governance structures & 
context-specific indicators achieved & measured
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Design thinking & the empathy map

1.Who is the user?

4. What is the user thinking? 5. What emotions is he/her expressing?

3. What actions does the user take?2. What does the user say?
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Cause and effect & root cause analysis

The iceberg model

32

33



2026/06/30

13

Possible: Anything that could 
happen, even if it's unlikely or 
unconventional

Plausible: Futures that could 
realistically happen based on 
current trends, science and 
logic.

Probable:  What is most likely 
to happen if current trends 
continue?

Preferable (or desired): What 
we hope will happen - futures 
we want to create.

There are many futures.  The future isn’t something that happens to us.  It is something we can help shape

The futures cone

1. Analyse the probable future
(Where are we heading if 
nothing changes?) 

2. Explore plausible 
alternatives (What different 
futures are realistic?) 

3. Consider disruptive 
possibilities (What 
unexpected changes could 
reshape HE?) 

4. Design the preferable future
(What kind of HE system do 
we want by 2035 or 2050?)

3H4SDG
The three horizons framework towards SDGs 
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Horizon 1 (H1): Managing the present
Current dominant system.

Horizon 2 (H2): Transition and innovation
Space of experimentation.

Horizon 3 (H3): The desired future
Future system that eventually becomes the new 
normal.

Water interruptions, leaking pipes, poor sanitation

Rainwater harvesting, community monitoring, smart metering 
pilots

Universal access to safe and sustainable water systems
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Partners needed
Community 
suggestions (quick 
wins)

What is not working?What is working?Current situation (1–5)
Bad to good

SDG area / local 
priorityIssue

Example for you: PA & SDG alignment
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Connects 
knowledge 

to real-
world 

change

Knowledge 
should make 
a difference.

Solutions for 
societal, 

environmental, 
economic & 

policy 
challenges

Impact

Why does impact matter?

Evidence 
research 

improves lives, 
informs 

decisions, & 
strengthens 

communities

Impact is bridging & connecting – where?

AcademicAcademic

Culture & identityCulture & identity

Health & wellnessHealth & wellness

EnvironmentEnvironment

Policies & guidelinesPolicies & guidelines

EconomyEconomy

SocietySociety

Research 
impact

Research 
impact
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Impact is bridging & connecting – who?

Research 
impact

Research 
impact

Civil societyCivil society

Individual 
scholar

Individual 
scholar

IndustryIndustry

Government
s & decision 

makers

Government
s & decision 

makers

RegionRegion

InstitutionInstitution

CommunityCommunity

Academic 
impact

Policy 
impact

Societal 
impact

Economic 
impact

Environmen
tal impact

01 02 03 04 05

Measuring research impact & demonstrating real-
world change

• Beyond publications and citations
• Influence or contribution that research has on academia, policy, society, economy or environment. 

Capacity/
educational 
impact

06

Citations, h-index, 
journal quality, co-
authorship 
networks, 
replication or 
uptake of methods

Policy citations, 
participation in 
advisory panels, 
policy briefs 
used, 
references in 
government 
documents

Community 
adoption, 
media 
coverage, 
NGO use, 
behavioural
change, 
improved 
wellbeing

Patents, spin-
offs, licensing 
income, cost 
savings, 
productivity 
gains

New curricula, 
postgraduate 
completions, 
training uptake, 
new 
collaborations

Reduced 
emissions, 
conservation 
programmes, 
improved natural-
resource 
management
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Case studies of 
influence 

Policy briefs cited, 
guidelines changed, 
products adopted)

Pathways to impact 
narratives describing how 
outcomes were achieved.

Bibliometrics –
citations, impact 

factors, altmetrics
(downloads, 

mentions, shares).

Patents, technology 
transfer, licensing data.Measures of 

impact

Qualitative & quantitative measures

Network metrics –
collaboration breadth, co-

authorship networks, 
international reach.

Funding metrics –
project 

sustainability.

SROI (Social Return on 
Investment) –

monetising social value 
relative to research 

costs.

SROI

 SROI > 1: Social value generated exceeds investment.

 SROI < 1: Investment exceeds social value generated.

 SROI = 1: Social value equals the investment.

SROI Ratio = (Total value of outcomes) / (Total 
investment)

Measures social, environmental and economic gains that result from an 
investment.
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Universities as anchors towards SDG 
implementation (1)

Universities combine education, research, innovation, 
civic engagement & long-term regional presence to convene stakeholders, 
co-create knowledge, build capacity and generate sustainable public value.
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Universities as anchors (2)

Innovation 
Anchors

Social 
Anchors

Economic 
Anchors

Institutional 
Anchors for 

good 
governance

Knowledge 
Anchors Environmental 

Anchors

Educate the people who implement the SDGs
Generate knowledge for sustainable development

Convene diverse stakeholders
Influence public policy

Model sustainability themselves

Build community capacityMeasure and communicate impact

How can the university 
help society?

How can the university & 
society work together to 

achieve sustainable 
development?

Changing the conversation … and rewiring for a 
different conversation
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Universities as anchors

Linking engagement to teaching, research and 
innovation

• Engaged teaching -
Service-learning, 
community-engaged  learning, 
work-integrated learning

• Engaged research -
Participatory action research, 
co-defined research agendas, 
applied and transdisciplinary 
research

• Engaged innovation - Social 
innovation, living labs and 
innovation hubs
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Commit to one action

Write down:
1. One step to increase 
institutional participation
2. One step to increase project 
participation
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Universities as 
anchors for 
Sustainable 

Development 
in SADC 

The magic of 
Participatory 
Approaches

The SDG 
Accelerator: 
Participatory 
Approaches

PAs & the SDGs
Three topics

11

2
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..and a self assessment

Asynchronous version: Module 1
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