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Introduction

This book’s starting point, as described in Chapter 1, is to consider the various 
processes by which university knowledge is made available and actionable by 
being taken up by and shaped in concert with regional actors. The primary 
focus of analysis is the micro-scale of individual agency (knowledge actor) and 
the ways in which university interactions with societal partners shape local 
contexts for actionable knowledge. As indicated at the onset and elaborated 
further in Chapter 2, the book’s aim is not simply to map out the diversity 
among case institutions, engagement mechanisms, and regional contexts. The 
aim is also to use that diversity to advance a novel conceptual/analytical frame-
work for unpacking the everyday engagements of university-regions, consider-
ing the dynamic, complex, and co-evolving interplay between (a) key social 
agents and institutions, (b) the contexts in which they are embedded, and (c)  
the historical trajectories and strategic ambitions underpinning context-specific  
social arrangements and interactions that are mediated by temporal and  
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spatial dimensions. In this concluding chapter, we take stock of the empirical 
findings across the cases and levels of analysis and link the empirical evidence 
to the analytical framework presented in Chapter 2.

The cases presented in this book provide a picture of how the interplay 
between macro, meso, and micro dimensions of the environments as well as 
the temporality in which HEIs operate help shape the mundane or routine 
(everyday) behaviours of actors within HEIs. As presented earlier, the macro 
environment refers to the extent to which the everyday engagements or inter-
actions of university-regions are mediated by macro-level systems (broader 
context) – political, economic, social, cultural, and so on – at the regional, 
national, and global levels (e.g., national/regional science and innovation  
systems, government policy, world rankings). The meso environment refers to the 
sets of established (routine-like) and emerging daily practices and mechanisms –  
material, symbolic, informal, and so on – that characterize everyday life, includ-
ing relationship networks and interpersonal relations. The microenvironment  
refers to the actions and behaviours of individuals and institutions at multiple lev-
els aimed at either maintaining or changing the institutional (rules) and organi-
zational (structures) settings underpinning their work. 

The macro environment is exogenous because agents at the micro level often 
have limited power to change it. Social, cultural, and institutional arrangements 
determine how the “gatekeepers” of resources as well as the power holders impact 
agents and their behaviours (Brush et  al., 2009). Meanwhile, the meso envi-
ronment includes links between the macro forces and the micro level through 
intermediate institutions and structures. Meso institutions include occupational 
networks and business associations (Brush et  al., 2009) that might have a sig-
nificant impact on the behaviours of HEIs. Hence, the actions of key agents at 
the micro level have an impact, albeit indirectly, on the macro- and meso-level 
structures, not only the other way around. We illustrate below how the different  
dimensions comprising the analytical framework presented in Chapter 2 mani-
fest empirically throughout the book and the individual case contributions later. 
Although we analyse these levels separately, the empirical materials provide sup-
port for important linkages across the levels and the time dimension, regarding 
past, present, and future scenarios, which is cutting through all levels. The discus-
sion, by touching upon the correspondence between the macro, meso, and micro 
levels (plus the temporality), shows how policy and strategy (and other elements 
of the macro and meso levels) enable the agency of university actors (micro level).

Socio-cultural arrangements: the macro level

When analysing the different contributions of this book, there are differences 
in how the case HEIs are embedded in national and regional contexts and the 
types of opportunity structures that influence local developments (Edelman 
et al., 2016). We provide examples of how such opportunity structures allow 
for an interaction between agents and the institutional context. The historical 
scene, which includes but is not limited to the political embeddedness (Pfeffer & 
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Salancik, 2003), is clearly important to the way in which the case HEIs relate 
to their local and national surroundings. Starting with the Polish case (Chap-
ter 11, Dąbrowska et al.), the HEI is embedded in a post-communist era, where 
universities still operate as ivory towers geared more towards academic values, 
and the focus on market conditions is lower than in other sectors. The universi-
ties are therefore isolated from societal needs, including their role in the local/
national economy. The Polish case study reflects an attempt to develop the con-
nection between the university sector and local government agencies to devise 
strategies and plans for regional economic development in the next decade. The 
tension between communist and market approaches is also a central feature of 
the Chinese case (Chapter 8, Liu). In this case, efficiency was hampered by the 
focus on hierarchy and control based on the communism approach, while the 
adoption of a market logic and service orientation was found to be far more 
efficient in both the establishment and operation of student incubators.

Another post-era that provides opportunities for influencing development is 
the chapter on the Caribbean (Chapter 13, Oftedal et al). The case university 
is not only a multicampus HEI but also a multinational one, consisting of uni-
versities in the 17 small-island nations composing the Caribbean region. The 
islands are still rebuilding from the colonization and slavery period in addition 
to struggling with the local effects of climate change, financial crisis, and more 
recently COVID-19. The university is a central actor in the effort to rebuild 
the region and is not only required to manage the various political and eco-
nomic conditions from different governments; central actors in the university 
are also working as political activists to promote new ideas and initiatives geared 
towards socio-economic development. The evidence from the case suggests 
that the university’s structure, strategy, and core activities reflect a mixture of 
embeddedness in political (across nations), cultural (across islands), social (across 
networks), and cognitive (expressed in, for example, political activism) elements 
(Kloosterman et al., 1999; Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003).

In a society with a low degree of trust in government, the role of local uni-
versities can be crucial for the development of a region (Gunasekara, 2006), as 
described in the case from Brazil (Chapter 4, Faccin et al.). When a region that 
had been well developed experienced economic stagnation and decline, combined 
with low levels of trust in central authorities, joint collaborations between universi-
ties and private and public actors were established, boosting the regional economy. 
This can be seen as a bottom-up approach to political embeddedness as a means to 
improve living conditions in the region as well as a social embeddedness approach 
(Granovetter, 2005) involving the proactive efforts of a network of local actors or a 
regional coalition (Pinheiro & Normann, 2017; Thomas & Asheim, 2022).

In peripheral or less-developed (“thin”) regions (for recent accounts, see 
Benneworth, 2018; Pinheiro et al., 2018), HEIs can contribute to the devel-
opment of the local economy by providing education and research that sup-
ports regional needs and participating in third-mission activities and innovative 
projects. The local actors are building and engaging in networks that influence 
social embeddedness (Granovetter, 2005). The example from Italy (Chapter 5, 
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Tomasi et al.) is illustrative of how the development of knowledge networks 
brings together local actors from different parts of the economy; for example, 
students and university actors come together to develop projects to boost the 
economy and contribute to a more sustainable society. This peripheral dimen-
sion is also central in two of the chapters from Norway (Chapter 3, Berg & 
Yttri, and Chapter 12, Berg & Hope). Still, the focus here is less on third-
mission activities and more on educational efforts to provide the peripheral 
region with professionals and keep students from moving away after graduating, 
thereby influencing social embeddedness (Granovetter, 2005).

The other Norwegian cases in the book were found to be responsive to the 
opportunity structure resulting from political embeddedness (Pfeffer & Salancik,  
2003) through reforms and a governmental push to increase focus on third- 
mission activities, co-creation, and entrepreneurship. Examples of this are given by  
Karlsen and Pinheiro (Chapter 10), Berge et al. (Chapter 7), and Iakovleva and 
Adkins (Chapter 6). The chapter from Abualruband and Pinheiro (Chapter 9) 
problematizes this push from central government to be both exceptional in teach-
ing and research and relevant in relation to universities’ local and global aspirations.

Hence, a pattern seems to emerge from our empirical material: in countries 
with low governmental influence over universities, the role of the university as an 
active agent in regional and national development is rather prominent, not only 
in terms of providing teaching and research but also the high focus on the third 
mission of regional engagement. However, this picture is blurrier in the cases of 
Norway and China, where local initiatives towards third-mission activities can be 
categorized as strategic responses by the actors involved to governmental policies 
and incentive structures. That being said, in the case of Norway (but not exclu-
sively), such strategic efforts at the macro (policy) and meso (university strategy) 
levels are mediated by existing structural and cultural barriers at the level of the 
academic profession and/or a given knowledge domain. Existing professional 
incentive structures are still geared towards the core activities of teaching and 
research, particularly the latter, rather than local engagement per se, as found in 
earlier studies (Balbachevsky, 2008; Pinheiro, 2012; Benneworth et al., 2017).

In Table  14.1, the chapters are organized according to the government’s 
influence on the mundaneness of HEIs’ activities (high versus low) as well as 

Table 14.1 Mapping the volume’s empirical contributions

HEIs’ locus of attention

Internal orientation External orientation

Government  High Norway Chapters 7, 11 Norway Chapters 4, 5, 8, 10
influence China Chapter 9

Low Poland Chapter 3 Brazil Chapter 6
Italy Chapter 12
The Caribbean Chapter 13

Source: Authors’ own
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the orientation of HEIs’ activities (internal versus external with regional stake-
holders) or locus of attention.

Mundaneness: the meso level

As indicated at the onset, mundaneness, as applied to the analytical framework 
presented in Chapter 2, manifests in three distinct levels: institutionalization 
processes, materiality and practice, and leadership. We tackle each of these 
aspects below as empirically demonstrated in the case stories.

Institutionalization of mundaneness

Scott’s three institutional pillars (Scott, 2008) reflect three different logics and 
ways of considering how work becomes mundane. The regulative pillar refers 
to regulations and legal frameworks that exist at a societal level, independent 
of the particular organizations. Such regulation must be interpreted and imple-
mented by the members of the organization to become a part of the mundane 
work. Within institutions, templates for actions are developed as well as regula-
tive mechanisms to enforce them. This is an influence that goes both ways, as 
actions also influence the institutions (Lawrence et al., 2009). Different logics 
can motivate application of the alternative ways of acting (e.g., an instrumental 
logic is prominent in relation to regulations). The members of an organization 
act in an instrumental way to avoid losing legitimacy and even to avoid punish-
ment. The normative pillar reflects precisely this: the norms and values that are 
dominating and influencing behaviour in daily life. Such values can originate, 
for example, in professional norms or academic fields and consist of (informal) 
instructions regarding how to behave and perform within the organization. 
Here the logic of appropriateness (March & Olsen, 2011) is prominent: What 
is appropriate to do in this situation? Such norms become institutionalized and 
are not necessarily reflected on a daily basis. The last pillar, the cultural cognitive 
pillar, is based on how the members cognitively perceive the cultural surround-
ings and how this is interpreted and integrated in the organization in a way that 
it is taken for granted (Scott, 2008). Culture becomes a part of the identity of 
the members and is influenced by traditions and common perceptions of how 
to act and how to perceive the social reality where the organization operates. 
The logic of orthodoxy – “this is how we have always done this” – regulates 
the mundane activities from this perspective.

In relation to the daily activities and mundane life that unfolds between HEIs 
and regional actors, we apply the three institutional pillars (Scott, 2008). The 
relevance of an institutional framework is addressed by Iakovleva and Adkins 
(Chapter 6) in their chapter on different types of entrepreneurship and uni-
versity – industry collaboration. They point to the fact that activities within 
the university are affected by the regulative framework. Projects and collabora-
tive initiatives that receive incentives from the university are more easily insti-
tutionalized (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 
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2008) and become an integral part of the mundane activities within the uni-
versity. Examples of this are joint research projects between the university and 
industry. New initiatives, such as start-ups, licensing, and patenting, have not 
become institutionalized to the same degree and could benefit from an increase 
in incentives to boost university–research collaboration.

Similar findings are described in the Polish case (Chapter  11, Dąbrowska 
et al.). The Polish university sector seems decoupled from the needs of society 
and the development of surrounding regions, and the level of cooperation with 
local authorities is weak. This can be linked to few incentives for academics 
to pursue such activities as a regulative tool but also seen in the light of the 
cultural pillars and logic of orthodoxy (Scott, 2008), where such non-scientific 
activities are regarded to have less value than “pure science”. Individual sci-
entists who are cooperating with local governments can help to build trust 
between academia and surroundings, and in turn such activities can facilitate 
cooperation at an institutional level, which, in the long run, can contribute to 
changing the system.

Another chapter that illustrates how demanding it is to introduce new ele-
ments into a highly institutionalized organization, as a university, is Chapter 10 
(Karlsen and Pinheiro). The authors study the efforts to develop a new university 
strategy and the establishment of a co-creation lab where academics, students, 
and regional actors from the public and private sectors can co-create solutions 
and entrepreneurial activities for the region. The process to establish this lab was 
characterized by a clash of logics on the part of the different actors involved. 
This chapter illustrates that, even if the regulative framework is provided by cen-
tral actors at the university – in this case a new vision statement – the various 
implementers follow different institutional logics (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Thorn-
ton & Ocasio, 2008). This, in turn, affects university norms and culture, result-
ing in clashes and tensions, thus making cultural change a daunting task, even in 
the context of a relatively young university. The professional norms underpin-
ning academic tasks and roles diverge from those emanating from managerial and  
politico-administrative-based models at the level of the central administration and 
leadership, and this clash can contribute to the growing divide between the leader-
ship and academics within the university on the one hand and internal and exter-
nal stakeholders on the other (for an earlier discussion, see Berg & Pinheiro, 2016).

Another aspect is that it takes time to institutionalize (Berger & Luckmann, 
1966) new initiatives. As Abualrub and Pinheiro (Chapter 9) point out, (Nor-
wegian) academics are exposed to simultaneous demands to deliver relevant and 
high-quality teaching to the region while striving for research excellence and 
global competition. This results in a divided focus for the academics, who may 
struggle to meet the increasing demands from multiple actors. If the academ-
ics are constantly exposed to new inputs regarding how to improve teaching 
and research, new routines are not routinized, and they fail to become a part 
of what is taken for granted and mundane. When institutionalized in this way, 
one does not spend much time reflecting on how things should be done, and 
that frees more time for other activities. The institutionalization of activities 
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that seem to have a similar focus – as in the case of student entrepreneurships 
(Chapter 7, Berge et al.) – can take very different forms. By comparing cases 
from three different universities in a Norwegian region, student entrepreneur-
ship activities were found to reflect characteristic features of the universities 
(one with a regional focus, one with a national focus, and the last with a global 
focus), and this focus seems to be institutionalized into what the students were 
doing through their internships.

Taking mundane activities for granted in the context of a changing politi-
cal and economic environment can also contribute to decline and closure of 
the educational institution, as illustrated in the case of teacher education in 
Western Norway (Berg & Yttri, Chapter 3). Even though local actors were 
successful in building a solid teaching programme that was seen as benefiting 
the region and became an institutionalized part of the university’s culture, new 
government-mandated reforms emphasizing research and a more global com-
petitive focus challenged the logic of orthodoxy, resulting in the need to merge 
with other HEIs to survive as an educational organization.

Materiality and practice

Mundane activities are often made visible through materiality (Buse et  al., 
2018), and mundane work is often influenced by material practices related to 
“things” such as our technical environment, computers, and programmes. The 
aspect of practice includes a relationship between actors’ competencies, ongo-
ing dynamics and processes, the relation to the material side and embodied, 
tacit knowledge, and routine activities (Buse et al., 2018). “Know-how” and 
“craft knowledge” enable or hinder daily activities. In light of such mundane 
activities, examples of how the interaction involving local actors can contribute 
to regional development can be found in several of the chapters in this book. 
This is particularly the case for students’ involvement with engagement or 
third-mission activities that are tightly coupled with teaching. In the chapter by 
Berg and Hope (Chapter 12), the authors focus on history students interning at 
a museum. The students were learning the craft and developing know-how on 
the museum sector by performing mundane activities. In the chapter from Italy 
(Chapter 5, Tomasi et al.), the university applies experiential learning, where 
students work together with local actors and in that way receive different types 
of knowledge in relation to food, wine, agriculture, and tourism. Such material 
actions can foster innovation and rural development, and they also contribute 
to the students’ employability. This was explicitly expressed by actors in the 
Norwegian case (Chapter 12, Berg & Hope); after the internships, the students 
reported having learned “material practices” that could be used for holiday jobs 
and even permanent job positions.

Mundane activities are interconnected with spatiality, temporality, and prac-
tice (Buse et al., 2018). The way agents design and physically organize their 
social and physical work influences their mundane activities. The locations can 
vary from physical organizational buildings to informal spaces in and between 
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organizational boundaries. Departments that are located close to each other 
often influence the development of social networks and trusted organizations, 
as they are easier to access than those located in more remote settings.

The most prominent example of spatiality in our book is the university in the 
Caribbean (Chapter 13, Oftedal et al.). This university is situated not only in dif-
ferent locations but also across many different island nations, thus being exposed to 
multiple regulative environments. The spatiality element can be seen as an advan-
tage regarding the mission of universities to provide education to the population in 
the scattered region and develop third-mission activities. The Caribbean university 
has built a clear structure to support this and shared responsibilities for different 
areas among different campuses. This can also be challenging due to large physical 
distances and internal competition regarding what needs to be in focus, but the 
university can also assume a bold role by giving advice on development regarding 
difficult issues across the different countries. Spatiality and geography can also be 
seen as an advantage in regional development, as actors from different locations 
can provide networks across a larger area. For example, the three universities in 
the Brazilian case (Chapter 4, Faccin et al.) or the two campuses at Norway’s UiA 
(Chapter 10), through emerging practices, link up to different actors in the region, 
including public agents, civil society, and private companies. The universities can 
have legitimacy and act as a catalyst in regions where trust in national and local 
authorities is low. By establishing such networks, underpinned by trusting collabo-
rations among local actors, both formal and informal contacts can become part 
of mundane activities that have the potential to boost the regional economy. In 
other areas, bottom-up network arrangements in the form of regional coalitions  
(Pinheiro & Normann, 2017) may be efficient means to reach regional development 
goals in the absence of stable, efficient, and trustworthy governmental agencies.

The mundaneness of leadership

Hierarchies and power relations also regulate practice and influence the mun-
dane (Buse et al., 2018). Turning our gaze towards the managerial side of the 
organization, the differences in what leaders do compared to what employees 
do are not remarkable (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003). Mundane activities are 
mostly neglected in the literature on management and leadership studies. Nev-
ertheless, performing administrative tasks, chatting with employees, listening 
to them, gossiping, and creating a good working atmosphere are considered as 
important mundane activities of leaders, and the significance of leadership may 
be more linked to such activities than broad strategies and changes (Alvesson & 
Sveningsson, 2003). Such mundane activities, it is argued, are given extraordi-
nary meaning as they are performed by managers.

Our studies do not cover mundane activities such as the small talk to employ-
ees (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003), but the cases from China (Chapter 8, Liu) 
and Norway (Chapter 10, Karlsen & Pinheiro) illustrate how micromanage-
ment as a mundane activity hinders development, not least going against pro-
fessional norms centered on academic freedom and autonomy. Finally, the case 
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of Brazil (Chapter 4, Faccin et al.) illustrates the importance of leadership and 
local coalition building in processes of regional engagement aimed at fostering 
socio-economic impact.

Agency: the micro level

The book emphasizes the analysis of the roles played by universities’ different agents 
in engaging with their surrounding regions. Although universities, as organiza-
tions, are expected to contribute to regional growth, in practice the engagement 
with external actors is undertaken by individual academics or research groups. 
The authors of the book chapters discuss how different university agents per-
form their ordinary activities engaged with “regional agents” because universi-
ties’ engagement is context-specific and contingent on agency. We view agentic 
behaviour as a structuration process, including iterative, projective, and practical-
evaluative behaviours (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). While iterative behaviour 
reflects routinized patterns in an organizational context, projective behaviour 
generates possible future trajectories of action that are creatively reconfigured on 
the basis of the actors’ hopes, fears, and desires for the future. Finally, practical-
evaluative behaviour reflects the capacity of actors to make practical and norma-
tive judgments regarding alternative trajectories of action in response to emerging 
demands and dilemmas alongside the ambiguities of evolving situations. In this 
way, agents both are affected by and help shape the structural conditions through 
their actions and experiences (Battilana & D’Aunno, 2009).

It is the agent who mindfully deviates from existing paths to establish new 
practices that will, over time, create new routines (Garud & Karnøe, 2003; 
Steen, 2016). In this book, some of the chapters investigate how new paths 
emerge instead of others and how this process is influenced by actors’ habitual 
activities. As pointed out by Steen (2016), actors respond to changes and influ-
ence the contexts in which they operate. Yet, at the same time, as outlined by 
institutional scholars regarding the dilemmas of embedded agency (Battilana & 
D’Aunno, 2009), local actors are often socially conditioned to accept their 
institutional and organizational contexts as natural or given, thus restricting 
their room to manoeuvre when attempting to change such conditions.

There is a considerable variety of practices analysed in the book that form 
the mundaneness of universities’ regional engagement. For example, Iakovleva 
and Adkins (Chapter 6) explore how academics contribute to knowledge trans-
fers to the region. Through iterative behaviours, such as joint research projects, 
academics are able to reinforce already established routines. At the same time, 
some academics demonstrate projective behaviours and engage in entrepreneur-
ial activities, which are less rooted in traditional teaching and research associated 
with academic jobs. Another example of projective behaviours can be found in 
Chapter 11, (Dąbrowska et al.), which describes the behaviour of representatives 
of the university who actively participated with residents and other stakeholders 
to design the Warsaw Development Strategy 2030. Chapter 12 (Berg & Hope) 
describes practical-evaluative behaviours of programme coordinators who initiated 



212 Laila Nordstrand Berg et al.

partnerships with regional actors to institutionalize internship programmes. The 
actions of these university agents fit well within the concept of “entrepreneurial 
agency” (Garud & Karnøe, 2003), which is explained by the complementarity of 
knowledge and practices from universities and external partners: each actor pos-
sesses incomplete knowledge, and thus all must collaborate to harness specific and 
complementary knowledge with the goal of delivering value to the region.

Agents within HEIs include students as well as academics. Faccin et  al. 
(Chapter 4) tell a story that includes students as representatives of the univer-
sity in key activities, such as network mobilization and project management, 
working together with external stakeholders to transform the region into an 
ecosystem conducive to entrepreneurship and innovation. Whether students 
originate from the same region in which the university is located or they stay 
in the region after graduation, they contribute to regional path creation. This 
is an example of practical-evaluative behaviours. Creating a new path is the 
result of collective rather than individual agency, and the actors are embedded 
in these paths at the same time as they shape them, fostering structural change 
(Garud & Karnøe, 2003; Steen, 2016).

University agents may act as change agents when they enable structural 
change both within the university and across the regional economies, acting as 
“academic entrepreneurs” (Bercovitz & Feldman, 2008). Some case studies, such 
as the ones reported by Tomasi et al. (Chapter 5) and Oftedal et al. (Chapter 13), 
show that the regional role of the university is dependent on people, and there-
fore the potential for regional change is dependent on individual actors as well. 
This is understandable, given that local agents have ties with social and economic 
networks in their home regions, which allows them to understand and draw 
from the region’s capabilities to develop engagement activities contributing to 
regional development (Pinheiro et al., 2017; Neffke et al., 2018).

University agents are responsible for engagement activities, but often these 
activities are not transformed into daily routines. If engagement activities are 
not embedded into the university’s habitual actions, including a tight coupling 
with core teaching and research tasks, the potential positive effects for both 
the region and the university are very fragile in the long run (cf. Pinheiro 
et al., 2015). The empirical insights emanating from many of the chapters in 
the book offer important lessons about how universities could better institu-
tionalize their regional engagement. Attention should be paid to the degree of 
coupling between core and third-mission activities. Critical local agents, and 
the informal social networks (both local and global) in which they are deeply 
embedded, need to be both recognized and rewarded accordingly if such efforts 
are to become sustainable (institutionalized) in the long run across the institu-
tional fabric (formal and informal or cultural structures) of universities.

Temporality

Temporality, in this book, is seen as a meta-dimension that embraces the inter-
link among the three levels forming universities’ regional engagement: the 
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macro level of sociocultural arrangements, the meso level of mundaneness, and 
the micro level of agency. In this book, we have investigated the importance 
attributed to temporal dimensions (Buse et al., 2018) – past events, present con-
ditions, and future scenarios with strategic aspirations – as well as the complex 
and dynamic interplay between them.

Past events, internal and external to universities, such as mergers or failed 
mergers and public reforms, create pressure for new ways for universities to 
connect with regional actors. For example, the case discussed by Karlsen and 
Pinheiro (Chapter  10) shows that the university established a new strategic 
vision as a response  to governmental reforms in Norway and changing national 
and global institutional and operational environments. The same applies 
to another Norwegian case study (Chapter  3, Berg  & Yttri), in which the  
university adapted its teachers’ education programs following external decisions 
that led to three university colleges merging into one university. External pres-
sures, especially top-down decisions from governmental agencies, are clearly 
seen as reasons over time that drove universities closer to their regions or at 
least that changed the way universities engaged with regional actors in Norway. 

This was also seen in the Chinese case ( Chapter8 , Liu). China has had 
a long history of institutionalization of a bureaucratic way of working, and 
it takes time to change such path dependency (cf. Krücken, 2003). This is 
evident in the establishment of university incubators in two provinces, where 
one continued the historically established path while the other took a new 
route and developed a more market-oriented approach. The market-ori-
ented case has flourished compared to the more bureaucratic case, which 
struggles to implement successful student entrepreneurship. If actors in the 
Chinese incubator context manage to institutionalize the new approach, it 
could potentially influence the development of incubators throughout the  
entire country in the future. However, the clash of institutional logics  
(cf. Greenwood et al., 2010) between the deeply institutionalized tradition of  
strong (top-down) state control and the need for more decentralized market- 
and network-based arrangements and mechanisms may make this a daunting 
task for both universities and regional actors. Norway, and the Nordic coun-
tries more generally, may serve as an important benchmark in this respect, as 
they are able to combine strong state-centred regulative frameworks with high 
levels of university autonomy and other policy instruments that are condu-
cive to the adoption of more informal (networks) and dynamic market-based 
arrangements at the local level (see Sørensen et al., 2019).

It is different, however, when one analyses universities in countries where 
the government does not exert such a strong role, as in the cases of Brazil, the 
Caribbean, and Italy. Chapter 4 (Faccin et al.) reports a case study in Brazil, 
where the universities decided to lead a movement together with other actors 
to revitalize the regional ecosystem and develop an environment in which 
entrepreneurship and innovation could flourish. The present socio-economic 
context of the region and past experience influenced the leaders’ intentional-
ity and efforts (Lawrence et al., 2009). The history of the region justified the 
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actions, while the past relationships of universities with several stakeholders 
gave the universities the necessary legitimacy to take a leadership position. 
Future expectations about regional ecosystem renewal influenced the actors’ 
intentionality, explaining their goal-oriented actions (Buse et al., 2018).

In the Caribbean islands, Chapter 13 (Oftedal et al.) investigates the case of 
the University of the West Indies, which illustrates the importance of tempo-
rality. Due to past practices over decades in the region, the university identifies 
itself as an “activist university”, where senior leadership propels the university’s 
societal mission. Additionally, the example from Italy (Chapter 5, Tomasi et al.) 
shows the history of the relationship of the university with regional actors, 
where the initiative from the university and internal agents led to the creation 
of knowledge networks. Throughout the book, it is rather clear how time, as a 
meta-dimension, unifies several elements that form the mundane embedded-
ness of universities in the region.

The following findings from our case studies are not set in stone, but they 
indicate that changes born from universities’ internal initiatives take longer to 
materialize into institutionalized change when compared to pressure exerted in 
a top-down manner. However, by analysing the cases of these three countries 
(Brazil, the Caribbean, and Italy) one can clearly see that the main driver is 
individuals at the university, stressing the role of agency as a critical component 
in institutionalizing new ways of regional engagement, as illustrated in previous 
studies (Benneworth et al., 2017). People take their time to create and establish 
strong ties with regional partners, with the good of their region in mind. This 
highlights the overarching reach of temporality over the macro level of embed-
dedness, the meso level of mundaneness, and the micro level of agency.

Some chapters have explored the evolution of their case studies over time, 
such as the examples of Berge et al. (Chapter 7) and Dąbrowska et al. (Chap-
ter 11). The temporally embedded process of social engagement relies on habits 
from the past to imagine the future, while contingencies of the present contex-
tualize how this transformation will occur (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). The 
present challenges the past in one of the case studies presented by Abualrub and 
Pinheiro (Chapter 9). The university has a long history of meeting regional 
needs through vocationally oriented educations, but this is being challenged by 
external pressure from multiple stakeholders to also focus on global competi-
tion, excellence, and future relevance. Actors within the university struggle to 
balance excellence in teaching (connected to a historical commitment to this 
task) with fostering research quality while competing with larger national and 
global players. The case presented by Iakovleva and Adkins (Chapter 6) shows 
a relatively new university struggling with past arrangements. It takes time to 
establish new routines and support structures to develop into an entrepreneurial 
university with a greater focus on innovation, and current (and future) devel-
opment is hampered by an absence of a holistic approach.

We can clearly see that the future scenarios of the case studies are shaped 
by path dependence, which considers not only past relationships of universi-
ties and regional actors but also universities’ profiles, internal dynamics, and 



New Insights and Emerging Developments 215

organizational cultures (for a discussion, see Krücken, 2003). Nevertheless, as 
universities are also active in leading regional change, future aspirations are 
being developed and may become routinely embedded into universities’ third 
mission in the future. In Norway (Chapter 7, Berge et al.), for example, three 
universities decided to join forces and create a common platform for promot-
ing student entrepreneurship education and activities in the region. In that 
case, the sense of security supported by tacit rhythms and rituals (Buse et al., 
2018) is being shaken by intentionality as a part of universities’ institutional 
work (Lawrence et al., 2009).

Another example of a university’s effort to change its traditions and increase 
its future regional impact is presented in Chapter 12 (Berg & Hope), showing 
how actors adjust their actions and evaluate current possibilities (Araujo & Har-
rison, 2002) to improve student internship. With the aim of keeping students 
in the region in the future, the university gained experience from previous 
established networks (e.g., from the business administration bachelor) to estab-
lish new programmes such as sociology and history. As affirmed by Araujo and 
Harrison (2002), path dependence differs from determinism when agents are 
aware of their ability to change the course of events. A university’s agents may 
create new paths, and the efficacy of their choices is temporally dependent.

In short, the diversity of accounts associated with the case studies presented in 
this book attests to the complexity of university-region interactions, lending sup-
port to the analytical framework advanced at the onset of the volume in Chapter 2 
(Pinheiro et al.). Moving forward, future studies could deepen our understanding 
of the complex ways in which macro, meso, and micro dimensions interact to 
produce dynamic and non-linear outcomes (at both the level of the universities 
and that of the regions) that can be neither predicted nor steered or regulated by 
any single entity or individual. The ability of regions and universities to adapt to 
emerging circumstances, including structural shocks and crisis, is a function of the 
ways in which local knowledge ecosystems, both formal and informal, emerge 
and are nurtured over time in the context of existing and new or emerging insti-
tutional arrangements. This occurs alongside the intentional actions of key local 
agents, more often than not working together in the form of regional coalitions 
(Pinheiro & Normann, 2017) that, in an increasingly digitally mediated world, cut 
across traditional conceptions of time, space, and social relations.

Concluding thoughts

We started this volume by pointing to the wicked issue of university engage-
ment in regional development. So far, there has been a focus on “happy 
family stories” of ambitious regional development coalitions that have had vis-
ible impacts in the form of successful spin-offs or clusters of industrial actors 
attached to such universities. Through this volume, we emphasized that it is 
equally important to shed light on the “everyday” engagements of universi-
ties through the lens of mundaneness, where actors such as academics and stu-
dents contribute to the development of the regions in which they are located  
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through their daily actions and practices. There are many ways in which uni-
versity knowledge agents can build connections with regional partners, and this 
book provides various examples of such mundane activities in different countries.

The evidence presented in this volume across different countries and con-
texts suggests that mundaneness matters. However, we need to convert it from 
a normative concept into a practical approach whose benefits are clear and 
which encourages relevant policies to facilitate HEI-regional engagement. In 
particular, the idea of agent behaviours and temporality, which enable structural 
changes in the organizational context, might be of interest. It is always indi-
viduals who are behind the changes, and the inclusion of multiple stakeholder 
views and insights (democratic deliberation and/or co-creation) is important. 
At the same time, it is not always clear what events or actions in particular result 
in positive or negative changes. In other words, it is much harder to measure 
the effects of mundaneness in comparison to traditional “hard” measures like  
the number of patents and/or licences.

Therefore, in order to enable the positive effects of mundaneness on HEI-
region interactions, there is a need for a framework and guidelines around 
how to build such effects. We have been working in this book with four key 
dimensions: macro, meso, and micro environments, and temporality. This not 
only has aided our analysis but could also offer a template for understanding 
mundaneness. We propose (and explore in Chapter 2) a model of mundaneness 
that might be helpful for further unpacking this complex process.

Making interactions between HEIs and regional actors happen is about man-
aging the contestable nature of behaviours – the trajectory is always a prod-
uct of social shaping forces. For any change in actors’ behaviour and for the  
establishment of new routines, there should be scope for moving the walls of 
an established trajectory. Nevertheless, in practice, there are multiple obstacles –  
some of which are more susceptible than others to policy intervention, whether 
at a state or organizational level.

One area where there is considerable scope for fostering successful HEI-
region interactions is in designing a supportive regulative environment. This 
could include proper incentive systems, which can stimulate such cooperative 
activities, and encourage the development of cognitive skills to support joint 
research projects and cooperative activities with various regional stakeholders 
to facilitate positive social outcomes. It takes time to build and foster norms 
of behaviour, but once this is done, the supportive collaborative culture can 
reinforce itself, creating mundaneness processes. Policies might include train-
ing and empowering university staff to take initiatives to interact with regional 
actors through a spectrum of activities and social arrangements. There might 
be considerable scope for using rewards to help set and shape the direction 
of such activities, privileging interactions that demonstrate a high degree of 
social impact. Finally, regarding social capital as a critical factor, it is important 
to note that regional and national initiatives can include the development of 
organizational networks that include HEIs, industry, government agencies as 
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well as civic society groups,  which aim to make HEI-region interactions less 
time- and resource-demanding for each individual actor.

With regard to future research directions in the field, while we are confident 
that this volume offers a valuable contribution to the ongoing debates and 
literature on the role of HEIs in regional development, there are some points 
that have been raised but not explored in-depth in the book. These might well 
constitute a valuable future research agenda in this important field. As demon-
strated by some of the cases included in this volume, everyday routines in HEIs 
revolve around teaching and research activities, including fund-raising, quality 
assurance, and challenges imposed by the changes in global development, such 
as the recent COVID-19 pandemic. It should be acknowledged that interac-
tion with regional actors and knowledge transfer is not a separate and isolated 
activity; rather it should be seen, as illustrated in many cases in this volume, 
as an integrative part of everyday HEI tasks and routines. We have stressed the 
importance of individuals and mundaneness processes to the role of HEIs in 
regional development, but more needs to be done to further unpack how the 
process of mundaneness can be successfully managed and sustained over time. 
This includes, inter alia, addressing the following queries, preferably using 
comparative and longitudinal research designs based on mixed methodologies: 
Who are the internal and external agents who might participate and orchestrate 
those processes? What outcomes can be expected, and how can these out-
comes be assessed and quantified? Who benefits from engagement, under what  
circumstances and why? What types of new tensions and dilemmas emerge, 
and how do they affect teaching and learning as well as knowledge production, 
diffusion, and co-creation? We hope that researchers in the field will examine 
these and other related aspects.
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