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Executive Summary 
This engaged research strategy orients itself around the core concept of missions (Mazzucato 
2021) to deliver impact on the strategic priorities facing post-industrial cities in transition.   
The UNIC Engaged Research Strategy offers a framework for an integrated research and 
innovation approach to focus the UNIC Alliance very specifically and strategically on clearly 
defined engaged research and innovation missions, partnerships and targeted projects that not 
only support post-industrial cities in transition but also assist them to transition, which is in effect 
the UNIC mission. An extensive consultation and co-creation process underpinned the preparation 
of this Engaged Research Strategy. This process was continuous over three years.  The strategy 
proposes the following high-level objectives (HLO). 
 
HLO 1: Establish UNIC Engaged Research Missions to provide a solution, an opportunity, and an 
approach for UNIC to address the numerous challenges that cities face.  
Missions set out common long-term objectives, have a strategic orientation, integrate research 
with innovation, are time-bound, measurable, and address highly visible and relatable issues. They 
create a link between researchers, policymakers and civil society by fostering co-design and 
cooperation with and between stakeholders.  
 
HLO 2: Underpin UNIC missions with the three operational and interrelated building blocks of 
Partnerships for Regional Innovation (PRI). 
The Partnerships for Regional Innovation (PRI) approach offers UNIC a strategic framework for 
research and innovation-driven territorial and inter-territorial transformation, linking EU priorities 
with national plans and place-based opportunities and challenges. 
 
HLO 3: Deploy mission oriented Engaged Research and Innovation Partnerships. 
Partnerships involve the creation of multi-stakeholder clusters focussed on very specific territorial 
and inter-territorial problems or challenges, with clear objectives. 
 
HLO 4: Encourage a culture of experimentation and risk taking as a crucial element in the 
philosophy and design of UNIC missions. 
UNIC’S Living Lab (CityLabs) are a central experimental platform supporting projects aligned with 
sustainable Smart Specialisation Strategies and an evidence base on what works where and why. 
 
HLO5: Focus on delivering and assuring measurable impact. 
Mission oriented engaged research and innovation is problem or challenge based, not discipline 
based, and is structured around impact, a clear theory of change with targeted, measurable and 
timebound transformative objectives. 
 
Engaged Research and Innovation Missions will offer UNIC involvement and mobility pathways for 
all – city leaders, societal partners, and university staff and students – offering an effective way to 
encourage research collaboration, provide access to excellence, and create new knowledge and 
added-value for our post-industrial cities.  
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Overview 
 
To strengthen strategic partnerships across the EU amongst higher education institutions, the 
European Commission is supporting the emergence of ‘European Universities’ through funding 
European University Alliances across Europe. Two pilot calls for proposals were launched under 
the 2019 and 2020 Erasmus+ work programmes. The first pilot resulted in the selection of 17 
university alliances in 2019, and the second selection in 2020 resulted in a further 24 alliances. 
The ambitious mandate is to develop systemic, structural, and sustainable institutionalised 
cooperation between the higher education institutions involved.  
 
Complementing the Erasmus+ action, the Horizon 2020 Science with and for Society (SWAFS) 
Coordination and Support Action IBA-SwafS-Support-1-2020 aimed to link the European Research 
Area and the European Higher Education Area by supporting the modernisation of universities and 
other research and innovation (R&I) organisations. The key objective was to use the ‘European 
Universities’ pilot as a testbed for (1) exploring support for institutional transformation in 
universities’ research and innovation dimension, in synergy with their education mission and (2) 
implementing seamless and effective content synergies between Erasmus+ and Horizon Europe.  
 
This Coordination and Support Action required the alliances to develop an institutional 
transformation agenda. An indicative list of institutional transformation modules in the field of 
research and innovation, provided in the call guidance as follows:  
 
• Developing a common R&I agenda and action plan  
• Sharing resources and infrastructures  
• Strengthening human capital (including balanced brain circulation and a gender dimension)  
• Reinforcing cooperation with non-academic sectors (especially academia-business collaboration)  
• Mainstreaming Open Science practices  
• Engaging citizens and society  
• Exploring joint structures for common barriers and best practices 
 

The UNIC Alliance consists of HEIs established in post-industrial cities with a focus on contributing 
to post-industrial transitions through addressing societal challenges with city stakeholders in R & I 
activities. One of the main transformation modules for the European university alliances is the 
development of a common research and innovation agenda and associated action plan. Given the 
identity of UNIC institutions as research-intensive universities, it is imperative to the long-term 
success of the alliance that research and innovation is a core activity of UNIC. The aim of this 
document is to outline a strategy which will expand the overall UNIC European University by 
developing a joint research and innovation dimension around the core concept of engaged 
research. For UNIC, Engaged Research is an ‘umbrella’ under which sits all forms of collaborative 
or participatory forms of knowledge production that are inclusive with and within society. The 
SWAFS funded UNIC for Engaged Research (UNIC4ER) has allowed us to develop a common 
framework and supportive systems for involving and engaging citizens, civil society, public and city 
authorities and academia in joint research and innovation initiatives. INTRODUCTION 
“Cities sit at the heart of delivering the Sustainable Development Goals…we need to reimagine the tools, practices and 
governance frameworks cities need to address society’s most urgent grand challenges, from climate to health and 
digitalization”. 

Mariana Mazzucato 
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The UNIC Engaged Research Strategy offers a framework for an integrated research and 
innovation approach to focus the alliance very specifically and strategically on clearly defined 
research and innovation missions, partnerships and targeted projects that not only support post-
industrial cities in transition but also assist them to transition, which is in effect the UNIC mission. 
To advance this, we will collaborate transnationally to drive change via engaging with local city 
stakeholders, to co-create research and innovation projects, to test and implement bold new 
ideas, to anticipate the future and to accelerate solutions to the major challenges facing our cities.  
 
In close consultation and cooperation with its cities – UNIC strives for positive societal impact. 
That is, contributing positively to the challenges society faces, through taking responsibility for 
realising changes for the better, collaborating with others, seeking answers to the issues of our 
time and shifting our mindset from knowledge transfer to knowledge co-creation. This requires 
us, as a group of institutions to work from the outside in, starting from the societal challenge as it 
is experienced in and raised by society. This means that we must become even better in learning 
from our stakeholders’ experiences and knowledge. 
 
The challenges faced by the cities in the UNIC network underline the great relevance of 
universities, especially helping to co-create ways to tackle these challenges in sustainable 
relationships with city stakeholders. This responsibility places demands on how UNIC organises 
and designs its research to contribute positively to the challenges society faces. Cities are 
experiencing change at an unprecedented scale and pace and are disproportionately exposed to 
challenges of climate change, inequality and well-being. There is a growing consensus that the 
business-as-usual approach to urban governance, development and planning will fail to deliver on 
the collective agendas of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Paris Agreement 
and other and net-zero commitments. Together with urban leaders and with citizens, universities 
can play a role in helping move on from incrementalism towards fundamental shifts in urban 
environments, systems of governance and forms of habitation.  
 
Undoubtedly, a change of mentality in needed to face this paradigm shift. The 2030 paradigm 

challenges us to configure Ecosystems of Transformative Research and Innovation in the 

environmental, economic, social, and cultural fields. That is, institutions, companies and social 

entities must more quickly assume collective responsibilities and empower people to participate 

in the change as active agents of transformation. The pending transition is most of all, one of 

evolving people's way of thinking, feeling, learning, and doing. Indeed, a ‘people transition’ 

requires empowerment through continuous learning, knowledge, skills, motivations, and the 

democratic values necessary to address the challenges of sustainable human-centered urban 

development.  
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Strategy Development Process  
 
An extensive consultation and co-creation process underpinned the preparation of the Engaged 
Research Strategy (Appendix 3). This process was continuous over three years. It included a virtual 
and in-person ‘Engaged Research Strategy Forum’ meeting, organised and hosted by UCC from 
March 29th to April 1st 2022, which brought the UNIC Research Community together. The Engaged 
Research Strategy Forum included a showcase of engaged research best practices across the 
Alliance. It engaged City Partners in dialogue with the universities to identify the societal 
challenges facing their municipalities and regions.  
 
Subsequently, several virtual Research Strategy Co-creation Workshops were organised and 
hosted by UCC, for engaged researchers and research support professionals, and all of the Vice-
Rectors with responsibility for research leadership and strategy in each of the UNIC institutions. 
Co-creation workshops highlighted a desire to deepen the commitment to advancing a strong 
focus on research across UNIC, but also the challenges this presents. The Vice Rectors committed 
to forming a UNIC Research Strategy Working Group to continue and mainstream the work of 
UNIC4ER. This will comprise of senior leaders in each institution with responsibility for research 
strategy and policy.  
 
In an important step towards developing the strategy, we developed a framework to map and 
appraise policies, practices, initiatives, and structures in support of engaged research across the 
partner universities (Appendix 4). These mappings were implemented via a survey targeted at 
research staff, researchers, and local stakeholders with questions on engaged research. The 
mappings also included national policies and strategies as well as national funding that could be 
relevant for or facilitate engaged research. The mapping also involved exploring the factors that 
both support and hinder the promotion of engaged research approaches. This involves assessing 
different institutional cultures and traditions and potential for systemizing democratic forms of 
knowledge production, such as community-based-research and design methods. Developing out 
of this mapping, we defined a common understanding of engaged research, to secure conceptual 
coherency and consistency across the UNIC consortium. This provided a means for a structural 
connection between the research and innovation offices of the universities that have jointly 
formed UNIC.  
 
The alliance focused on collectively preparing a draft Declaration on Engaged Research in advance 
of this being launched at the UNIC CityLabs Festival in Oulu on the 15th of June 2022. 
It was signed by all alliance partners and their corresponding city governments. The declaration 
was drafted in close collaboration with students, research staff, researchers, and local 
stakeholders. The declaration advocates for an engaged research approach involving local citizens 
and communities as well as municipalities and civil society collaborating with universities to 
collectively decide what to research and be engaged in the R&I process.  
 
These activities culminated in the creation of an initial draft joint strategy to develop and embed 
engaged research in the alliance. The draft strategy acknowledged that engaged research is a new 
concept for alliance partners, who are at different levels of development and require different 
trajectories. This initial strategy is now being revised to consolidate learning and incorporate 
emergent opportunities and lessons learned from the initial R&I activities on engaged research.  
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Defining Engaged Research 
 
 
The UNIC Engaged Research Declaration is an important milestone for cities and universities in Europe. It is the first 
time that as a group we have developed such a joined-up commitment to our communities. This historic initiative will 
have relevance, resonance and impact across Europe for many years to come. 

 Mayor of Liège, Willy Demeyer: 

 
The social contract between universities and society has been evolving rapidly in the last decades, 
and as a result, more systemic approaches to research and innovation have developed. Research 
Universities are now expected to play a fully integrated role in a quintuple-helix (QH) innovation 
system (including academia, government, industry, civil society and the environment), which 
requires new competences and capacities on the part of all university staff, but particularly 
researchers. Engaged Research offers a trans-disciplinary approach for combining excellence with 
relevance and an innovative way to understand and develop solutions to today’s societal 
challenges through engaging with societal actors and communities directly involved in such 
challenges. Engaged research require a process of boundary crossing, where academia steps 
outside its customary domains to co-create knowledge with societal actors. This represents a step 
change, where expertise is not a vertical top-down process of knowledge transfer, but a horizontal 
and collective process in which knowledge is co-generated or co-created. Importantly, Engaged 
Research integrates research and innovation together.   
 
The UNIC Declaration on Engaged Research defines Engaged Research in a simple and practical 
way: 
 
“We believe that universities and cities can model and lead a new agile paradigm democratic research 
engagement with the world. For us, research and innovation are not something apart or separate from 
society, but are an integral and vital part of the life of our communities. Indeed, the European Research 
Area and its Pact for Research and Innovation in Europe, promotes societal responsibility, that is, research 
& innovation co-created with citizens and societal partners, towards strengthening common values, trust 
and ownership of research. Engaged Research describes a wide range of rigorous research approaches and 
methodologies that share a common interest in collaborative engagement ‘with’ and ‘within’ society, and 
aims to improve, understand, or investigate issues of public interest where societal partners are active 
collaborative participants in the research process. We believe that active citizen and wider societal 
engagement in research and innovation, in all its dimensions, allows us to harness the full creativity of our 
societies to tackle problems as urgent as climate change, rising inequality and the challenge to establish 
more caring and just societies.” (UNIC, 2022; EU, 2021) 
 

UNIC underpins its approach to Engaged Research with the following values: 
 
“Engaged Research is manifestly impactful research for the public good that has a transformative social 
justice orientation. It recognises sustainability and the interconnectedness of our social-ecological systems. 
It consistently seeks emancipatory, intersectional and transdisciplinary understanding. It intentionally 
respects academic freedom and supports participation and co-creation across different knowledge 
traditions (expertise, practice, experience and wisdom), while promoting diversity, inclusion, empathy, 
equity and solidarity for the good of all.” (UNIC, 2022) 

 
UNIC completes the Declaration with four principles and commitments to democratic purpose, 
caring for all people, caring for place and caring for our planet.  
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• Democratic Purpose 
 

We believe that research, now more than ever, requires its application and endeavour to be rooted 
in the social and the ethical, so that it may assist in the collaborative solving of the societal 
challenges of our times. In our collective strategies and plans, we commit to promoting societal 
engagement, recognising that research mobility and collaboration across our universities and cities 
has this resolutely democratic purpose. 

 

• Caring for All People 
 

We are committed to fostering equitable and agentic communities where all people are 
encouraged to participate as active members engaged in the shaping of flourishing, 
compassionate, enlightened societies and sustainable economies, informed by the power of 
research and evidence. Our responsibility is to developing people as ‘life-wide’ cooperative makers 
of the democratic communities in which they live and work. 

 

• Caring for Place 
 

We recognise the importance of ‘emplacing’ research in local contexts through deep engagement 
with stakeholders over time. We will contribute to the resilience and renaissance of Europe’s post- 
industrial cities, regions and communities through actively prioritising and addressing urban 
challenges. 

 

• Caring for Our Planet 
 

We believe that research plays a significant role in addressing almost all the grand challenges we 
face, from the existential threat of the climate crisis to the related issues of environmental 
degradation, biodiversity loss, global north/south disparity, systemic inequity, among others. 

 

 
Figure 1. Ceremonial signing in Oulu of the European Declaration of Engaged Research with City and 
University representatives from UNIC.  
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Engaged Research Strategy  
 
UNIC’s commitment to ‘engaged research’, offers a clear value proposition to each of its universities. The ‘external 
push’ acts as a driver for more strategic approaches to research. More trust develops if the problems of post-industrial 
cities are being addressed, then society recognises that our research is important.  

A UNIC Vice-Rector for Research 

 

 
Figure 2. Engaged Research Strategy Workshop. 
 
A MISSION BASED APPROACH 
 
The engaged research strategy orients itself around the core concept of missions (Mazzucato 
2021) to deliver impact on the strategic priorities facing post-industrial cities in transition. 
Engaged Research & Innovation Missions offer an exciting way to advance UNIC’s commitment to 
research, and to bring a focused approach and concrete solutions to some of the greatest societal 
challenges facing our cities. Missions aim to deliver impact by putting research and innovation 
potential into a new Quintuple Helix model, combining with new forms of governance and 
collaboration, as well as by engaging citizens. Missions connect all relevant actors through new 
forms of partnerships for co-design and co-creation by focusing on problems or challenges, not 
disciplines, and targets that require multiple sectors and actors to solve. Thus, mission-oriented 
research and innovation has the possibility of leading to system wide transformation. 
 
Post-industrial cities’ challenges are not solvable by any city or single European country, no matter 
how large they may be. Only at the level of the European Union, with its long experience of 
operating within a multilevel governance system, can we achieve the scale and diversity of talent 
and ideas to make real progress (Mazzucato 2018). Missions are a primary way to orchestrate the 
rich diversity of talent and expertise that lies currently fragmented or untapped across Europe, 



 

 

11 | UNIC4ER ENGAGED RESEARCH STRATEGY 
 

and indeed, UNIC, in its capacity as a University and City Alliance is well positioned to coalesce this 
expertise within its sphere of influence.  
 
The Mission based approach developed by Mazzucato (2021), focuses on identifying and solving 
problems through research and innovation-led solutions. Missions set out common long-term 
objectives, have a strategic orientation, integrate research with innovation, are time-bound, 
measurable, and address highly visible and relatable issues. They create a link between 
researchers, policymakers and civil society by fostering co-design and cooperation with and 
between stakeholders. Mission led engaged research and innovation is a dynamic, inclusive, and 
experimentation-oriented approach that can bring about the transformative change desired by 
UNIC cities. Successful missions signify a process, not just an instrument. A rich co-creation 
process should inform the design and formulation of the proposed missions, selected in a 
transparent manner and be inclusive, encourage broad engagement and active participation from 
various types of stakeholders from the public and private sector, including citizens and end-users.  
They are guided by mission boards that help formulate and design the specific R&I objectives and 
targets. 
 
A key lesson is that missions must be problem or challenge led, focused and bold, activating 
research and innovation across sectors, across actors and across disciplines. They must also 
enable bottom-up solutions and experimentation. Missions provide a massive opportunity to 
increase the societal impact of UNIC research and innovation, grasp the local and European public 
imagination and make real progress on the complex challenges facing our cities. Missions should 
offer broad involvement and mobility pathways for all, from student researchers, to academics, to 
early-career researchers, to senior researchers, offering an effective way to encourage research 
collaboration, provide access to excellence, and create new knowledge and add-value for our 
post-industrial cities. They are a natural evolution of the community of researchers within UNIC 
also called UNIC Thematic Lines, albeit a more intentional, directional and specific way of 
organising ourselves. Going forward, funding for the university alliances should include sufficient 
funding for mission led researcher mobility initiatives, which should also support the digital 
mobility of researchers.  
 
TRANSVERSAL FACTORS 
 
At the core of the Mission approach, there are common evidence informed horizontal or 
transversal aspects (EU Commission 2021) that serve as enabling factors for the success of 
missions: societal engagement, a transdisciplinary research-innovation approach, and 
digitalisation.  
 

1. SOCIETAL ENGAGEMENT  
 
The 2030 Agenda emphasises the need for an inclusive and localised approach to the SDGs. It is 
translating the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development into local actions and impacts that 
contribute to the global achievement of the SDGs. It addresses the need to integrate all level of 
governments and stakeholders in the elaboration of strategies, the use of transformative means 
of implementation and sound methods for monitoring and reporting. Informing, enthusing, and 
engaging stakeholders and especially citizens are not only important objectives for transition-
oriented research and innovation missions, but also key factors for their success. In creating 
missions, co-creation with stakeholders and public dialogue, is a key step in the formulation of the 
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proposed mission objectives. The identification of meaningful challenges and targets that 
stakeholders (local authorities, academia, NGO’s, private organisations, and citizens) and all 
persons affected by the systemic change needed, can connect and identify with and that will 
deliver tangible public goods in the end is a preliminary outcome of a collective priority setting 
process, based on an inclusive and participatory approach. 
  
Co-design is not where stakeholder and citizen engagement in the Missions end – they heavily 
depend on co-implementation and co-assessment, where stakeholders and citizens especially will 
have an important role to play. Their involvement extends to the solution development, piloting 
and prototyping through social innovation and citizen science for example. Stakeholders co-
produce data and knowledge and co-design innovative solutions through research, innovation and 
development projects utilizing platforms such as UNICs Living Lab (CityLabs). With this UNIC’s 
societal engagement dimension, the missions can also feed into the UNIC Council Subgroups of 
Cities Forum and provide an arena for discussions with stakeholders on local challenges and 
opportunities linked to the mission areas. 
 

2. TRANSDISCIPLINARITY 

For UNIC, it is important to envision engaged research and its role as central to an agenda 
emerging in relation to interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research. A recent paper from the 
OECD, Addressing Societal Challenges Using Transdisciplinary Research, makes an important 
contribution to this debate. The OECD notes that there are a number of societal challenges, often 
involving complex systems, that are not fully understood and for which solutions are urgently 
required.  
 
The OECD explains that mono-disciplinary research has successfully addressed many scientific and 
societal issues, yet it often fails in contexts with high complexity and uncertainty, and where 
causal pathways transcend disciplinary boundaries. Multi- and interdisciplinary approaches can be 
helpful in such contexts but come with limitations when non-academic stakeholders hold 
knowledge critical to resolving the issue in question. Transdisciplinary research brings in all kinds 
of expertise on the table for co-producing knowledge. 
 
All trans-disciplinary research is solution-oriented, yet specific aims cover a range of goals and 
situations, e.g., some projects focus on local solutions and sets of actors within relatively 
prescribed themes, whereas others describe whole-of-society solutions for complex global 
problems. In general, the OECD specifies that transdisciplinary research is valuable in the 
following situations: 
 

• Where understanding and management of integrated systems requires cooperation 
among a range of disparate stakeholders.  

• In situations involving systemic and rapid technological, environmental and/or social 
change, i.e. societal transitions.  

• In evaluating the societal impacts and/or best implementation strategy for a new 
technology or policy intervention or a suite of such interventions, particularly as they 
relate to a specific place or region.  

• Where problems fundamentally involve the intersection of academic/technological and 
non-academic/societal domains.  
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• For scientific/technological issues in which ethical norms or value judgements have to be 
included in the problem solving and/or where solutions have real or perceived impacts on 
some stakeholders. 

 
The impacts of global warming, biodiversity loss, natural disasters, economic migration and health 
pandemics require both technological and social innovations. The objective of policy in this 
context is to re-configure the system so it meets the new societal purposes. The OECD concludes 
that ‘in order to achieve this, different scientific disciplines, including natural and social sciences 
and humanities need to work together and with society across the quadruple helix, to fully engage 
citizens, public sector actors, including policymakers, and the private sector’. In its view solutions 
cannot to be generated based solely on disciplinary research but require a paradigm shift to trans-
disciplinary engaged research practice (Reference). 
 

3. DIGITALISATION  
 
Knowledge management is a key approach in evidence-based urban development. To work on 
real urban data and impact, instead of proxies, we have to connect with our UNIC cities around 
knowledge management, data management and strategic planning. Digital Transformation and 
Urban Data Platforms are at the core of cities’ knowledge management, and the basis for 
developing data-driven solutions addressing the challenges of today’s cities and communities. 
Urban Data Platforms are the beating hearts of the urban digital transformation as they connect, 
analyse and visualise all data from the urban fabric. From here, data can be further shared to city 
services or third-party providers offering seamless mobile experiences for citizens. 

Living-in.EU is a European initiative that brings together cities, regions, and member states to 
promote ‘European way of digital transformation’ that is inclusive, innovative, and sustainable, 
balancing technological progress with European values and diversity.  Cities (such as UNIC City 
Oulu), regions, and Member States have committed to the initiative’s Join, Boost, Sustain 
Declaration. The objectives are to advance the twin green and digital transformation, to address 
environmental sustainability challenges at local level, boost local economies by putting public 
authorities in a more active role in the technological innovation ecosystem, fostering a more 
transparent and systematic management and use of quality data for better informed policy 
making and improved service provision, and importantly, advancing human-centered digital 
transformation.  

Human-centered urban development indeed is a core objective in the Living-in.EU initiative. A 
Living Labs approach, such as UNIC CityLabs, is applied to develop local/region ecosystem where 
citizens and stakeholders are at centre of technological evolution. Ensuring secure, inclusive, and 
democratic digital transformation, protecting digital rights, providing digital skills and bridging the 
digital divide, are the key as well as promoting digital skills development programmes as a priority.  

Also research is becoming more data-driven, more open, more shared, and co-authored by many 
researchers. Open science is a trend that has implications for the way we collect, process, use and 
store data and for how we publish and share our research findings and underlying data. The goal 
of Open Science is to allow for better science through open and collaborative ways of producing 
and sharing knowledge and data, as early as possible in the research process, and for 
communicating and sharing results. Funding organisations, and especially the European Union, are 

https://living-in.eu/declaration
https://living-in.eu/declaration
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increasingly incorporating criteria related to societal impact and interdisciplinarity in grant calls. 
The EU is also increasingly influencing policy and regulation in research. Developments such as the 
COARA Agreement, have implications for how research will be evaluated, with an emphasis on 
impact. For UNIC, digitalisation is central to cities’ knowledge management, human-centered 
urban development, and capturing data on the potential impact of UNIC research and innovation 
missions. Working with our cities on FAIR data and Open Science create the vehicles for this. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Results Engaged Research Strategy Workshop 1.  



 

 

15 | UNIC4ER ENGAGED RESEARCH STRATEGY 
 

ENGAGED RESEARCH STRATEGY -  

High Level Objectives (HLO) 
 
HLO 1: Establish UNIC Engaged Research Missions to provide a solution, an opportunity, and an 
approach for UNIC to address the numerous challenges that cities face.  
 
Mission-oriented research is integrated with innovation to develop systemic responses that draw 
on evidence informed knowledge to attain specific goals, essentially “big science deployed to 
meet big problems” (Mazzucato 2021). To engage research and innovation in meeting such 
challenges, a clear direction must be given, while also enabling bottom-up solutions. The debate 
about directionality should involve a wide array of stakeholders, each contributing to the key 
questions: What are the key challenges facing our post-industrial cities? How can concrete 
missions help solve those challenges? How can the missions be best designed to enable 
participation across different actors, bottom-up experimentation and system-wide innovation? 
 
Missions set clear and ambitious objectives that can only be achieved by a portfolio of research, 
innovation, and development projects and supportive measures, such as deployment actions and 
involvement of stakeholders. Missions should be broad enough to engage the public and attract 
cross-sectoral involvement; and remain focused enough to achieve measurable success. By setting 
the direction for a solution, missions do not specify how to achieve success. Rather, they stimulate 
the development of a range of different solutions to achieve the objective. As such, a mission can 
make a significant and concrete contribution to meeting a Post-Industrial City Challenge such as 
an SDG target. 
 
In the longer term, UNIC Engaged Research and Innovation Missions will deliver tangible societal 
impacts, addressing key challenges that city stakeholders can relate to, delivering understandable 
and recognisable results. The missions can be a delivery instrument for UNIC, offering city 
stakeholders the opportunity to get involved in transforming Europe into a greener, healthier, and 
more resilient continent at the same time. To inspire society at large, and to ensure that UNIC 
missions have the necessary legitimacy, acceptance and relevance, one of our key tasks is to 
engage citizens in a continuous process during the design, implementation, monitoring and 
assessment of the missions. 
 
HLO 2: Underpin UNIC missions with the three operational and interrelated building blocks of 
Partnerships for Regional Innovation (PRI).  
 
Developed by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC), the Partnerships for 
Regional Innovation (PRI) aspires to become a strategic framework for research and innovation-
driven territorial and inter-territorial transformation, linking EU priorities with national plans and 
place-based opportunities and challenges. It supports innovating for economic prosperity and calls 
for considering societal, well-being and environmental impacts of transformation throughout the 
whole policy intervention: from its conceptualisation to the action on the ground. The 
Partnerships for Regional Innovation reimagine innovation by zooming in on specific regions and 
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their unique challenges and opportunities – similar to UNIC zooming in on UNIC Cities. Local 
missions bring coordinated actions under a single, powerful logic.  

Governments and stakeholders are then brought into bunches of regional teams joined up for the 
common missions. It is about partnerships, collaboration, and impact amplification. In these 
Partnerships for Regional Innovation, innovation policy is blended with industrial, employment, 
education, and social policies, and such actions that can transform regions, are focused on. This 
way, innovation is weaved into the fabric of our lives, bringing about such innovation that benefits 
the society, economy, and the environment - triple win.  

For instance, the Cities 4.0 Consortium aims to enhance urban innovation and sustainability 
through collaborative efforts and shared best practices. In comparison, additionally, UNIC Univer-
Cities with their Engaged Research ecosystems enhance the human-centered futures of post-
industrial cities and their superdiverse citizens. 

The first building block of PRI is a Strategic Policy Framework, adopting a so-called Whole-of-
Government approach that allows broader and dynamic planning for transformative innovations. 
The second building block, an Open Discovery Process, enables engagement, deliberation and 
path co-creation with variable sets of stakeholders, repurposing the established participatory 
governance approach of smart specialisation towards sustainability, also introducing new ways of 
working across silos, working backwards from desired economic, societal and environmental 
goals. Discovering and enabling viable pathways along these directions requires extensive 
stakeholder deliberation and mobilisation, informed by high-quality strategic intelligence that 
localises the challenges and opportunities of the transition. The third building block, a Policies and 
Action Mix, mobilises additional instruments to publicly funded projects, sequences interventions 
against other actions so that they result in synergies by design and, importantly, co-opts 
additional actions by stakeholders.  
 
To overcome paralysis because of complexity, PRI places an emphasis on open deliberation, 
agreement and co-creation. Instead of seeking elusive (and perhaps impossible) consensus around 
collective strategic priorities, in PRI it is sufficient for coalitions of the willing to rally around goals 
that are important for them insofar as they can demonstrate that they contribute to long-term 
societal wellbeing. Strengthened and extended participatory processes are necessary to engage 
citizens, identify and legitimise bold transformation goals and co-create transition pathways. 
 
HLO 3: Deploy mission oriented Engaged Research & Innovation Partnerships. 
 
The PRI Open Discovery Process introduces the idea of missions to coordinate actions under a 
coherent directional logic, enabling the exploration of broad-ranging approaches for system-level 
research and innovation. Multi-stakeholder partnerships across various disciplines, sectors and 
actors, are focussed on specific territorial and inter-territorial problems or challenges, and have 
the aim of achieving impacts within established timeframes. Stronger directionality, or clarity 
about objectives, stands to open up perspectives and gather actors (in purpose-driven 
combinations) around clearly defined problems or challenges.  Thus mission-oriented engaged 
research and innovation starts with well-defined intended impacts and designs its research and 
innovation around impact to address objectives in a timely manner. This transversal approach is 
needed to achieve the responses to post-industrial cities’ challenges such as SDGs (Diercks et al., 
2019). In contrast to traditional research policy, it aims at building collaboration, coordination and 
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joint ownership with stakeholders, and guiding directionality to tilt diverse actors towards solving 
societal grand challenges (Mazzucato et al., 2020). 
 
The goal is multi-stakeholder, multi-portfolio, multi-level partnerships linked to concrete 
territorial and inter-territorial challenges. Partnerships define challenges in terms of collectively 
determined and broadly understood goals. These partnerships would offer deliberation spaces, 
where each stakeholder contributes to the definition of the goal and makes contributions to its 
achievement. The combination of shared understanding of goals and autonomy about their 
implementation allow broad stakeholder coalitions to explore multiple pathways, maximising the 
chances that the envisaged goal will be met. 
 
This UNIC4ER Meets the City Framework (Figure 4.) offers such a structured approach to guide the 
work of the Mission Partnerships. It provides an approach for partnership creation and engaged 
research and innovation around specific initiatives identified by City Futures Roadmaps, which are 
regularly updated by the UNIC Centre for City Futures. The aim is to engage transdisciplinary R&I 
agendas that are based on or inspired by these roadmaps, include city stakeholders as project 
partners and citizens in co-creation processes, as well as involving both in research activities. Once 
the common agenda is developed, it can be implemented via an impact pathway, an action plan, 
which usually sets out the concrete targets, projects and timeline for implementation of the 
agenda. The common agenda should ideally be collaboratively developed with input from city 
stakeholders, researchers, research managers and leaders, and research support staff at the 
institutions enabling all ten university members and their cities to work together on challenges 
defined by and with city stakeholders. 
 

 
 
Figure 4. The three city-engagement steps for Engaged Researchers. 
 
 
The UNIC4ER Meets the City Framework offers a structured approach, applied by the UNIC Centre 
for City Futures, to guide the work of individual City-engaged research and innovation project 
initiatives:  
 
1. Envision and anticipate the future of the city. This includes support for co-creation, joint 
problem framing and idea development.  
2. Strategize to mobilize and enrich resources for transformation. This includes capacity support in 
identifying, fostering or creating a pipeline of researchers, skills, leadership etc. It includes 
planning for integration in transdisciplinary project implementation. This involves team building 
and proposal preparation and planning for impact and stakeholder roles. 
3. Perform Engaged Research in transnational / local living laboratories to implement an 
intervention in the city(s).  
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4. Assess the impacts of an intervention, in the context of established urban knowledge 
management and transtions’ monitoring. 

5. Support the ‘scaling deep’ and ‘scaling wide’ implementation of viable solutions.  

 
A thorough review on UNIC universities’ ecosystemic contexts has been conducted and the results 
identify the existing, established co-creation structures and practices for Engaged Research 
between cities and universities (UNIC4ER D4.1). This report opens a view on vast array of potential 
Mission oriented Engaged Research project partners: local, regional and national collaborative 
structures and innovation ecosystems including universities and research institutes, public bodies, 
enterprises, non-profit organisations and citizens, with shared interests to work on Engaged 
Research themes aligned with Post-industrial Cities’ challenges and UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). 
 
HLO 4: Encourage a culture of experimentation and risk taking as a crucial element in the 
philosophy and design of UNIC missions. 
 
The Mission based approach to engaged research requires a portfolio approach, based on 
different solutions, and a broad range of different interactions. There must be incentives to ‘think 
outside the box’ to come up with new solutions to address mission objectives. The objective 
should be addressed by multiple actors, stimulating cross-discipline academic work, with a strong 
focus on the intersection between natural sciences, formal sciences, social sciences and 
humanities; collaborations across different industries; and new forms of partnerships between the 
public sector, the private sector and civil society organisations. Missions connect all relevant 
actors through new forms of partnerships for co-design and co-creation by focussing on targets 
that require multiple sectors and actors to solve. Only in this can mission-oriented engaged 
research and innovation have the possibility of leading to system wide transformation. 
 
In order to develop place-based solutions in close collaboration with practitioners, citizens, and 
stakeholders, one of the most important building blocks is the establishment of a co-creative, 
experimental environment that contribute the potential for both scaling deep and wide. Place-
based co-creation, exploration, experimentation, implementation and evaluation of new practices 
are central to Living Labs, offering innovation platforms and projects that can be scaled deep 
locally and scaled wide when adapted to other regional contexts. UNIC’S Living Lab (CityLabs) are 
central to mission oriented engaged research and innovation, supporting especially projects 
aligned with sustainable Smart Specialisation Strategies by providing elevated local capacities for 
innovation development and an evidence base on what works where and why. 
 
Indeed, the New European Innovation Agenda (European Commission, 2022) pushes forward the 
need for experimentation in R&I policy and initiatives, and the newly published Commission 
Working Document on regulatory learning provides guidelines on how to run experiments with 
regulatory sandboxes, testbeds and living labs (European Commission, 2023). These initiatives 
have the potential to reinforce policy learning (reflexivity) through policy experimentation by 
establishing dynamic and participatory spaces that ensure openness and inclusivity in the 
decision-making process. This transparency and responsiveness to public input may enhance the 
legitimacy and acceptance of R&I informed policies. 
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Thus, an engaged research and innovation mission is not a single project, but a portfolio of actions 
that can encourage multiple bottom-up solutions. Missions should not be achievable by a single 
development path, or by a single technology. They must be open to being addressed by different 
types of solutions. A mission-based approach is clear on the expected outcome. However, the 
trajectory to reach the outcome must be based on a bottom-up approach of multiple solutions — 
of which some will fail or have to be adjusted along the way.  The complexity of multiple bottom-
up initiatives needs to recognize and take advantage of the diversity of individuals while still 
taking into account the conditions and constraints of the people involved in the engagement 
processes. 
 
 

 
 

 

Figure 5. UNIC Centre for City Futures’s unique infrastructure has provided a joint model for City-

Engaged Research and City-challenge-based learning to serve society, since October 2023. The 

Centre is powered by 10 interconnected living laboratories with local transformation-making 

focuses. Together they form a large-scale transnational living laboratory for European impact. (UNIC 

2.0 D3.1) 

 
 
 
HLO5: Focus on delivering and assuring measurable impact. 
 
Mission oriented engaged research and innovation is problem based, not discipline based, and is 
structured around a clear direction, targeted, measurable and timebound transformative 
objectives. It is essential for missions to define a concrete target and objectives. This means it 
must be possible to say definitively whether the mission has been achieved or not. Appropriate 
indicators and monitoring frameworks are needed to measure progress and impact. A Theory of 
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Change (ToC) is a method that can usefully assist in framing a mission area and subsequent 
aligned research projects. Co-developing a ToC that they can agree with, can be a first step in the 
development of a mission among groups of stakeholders united by a common goal. An agreed ToC 
can then facilitate working backwards from common goals in pathways that are autonomous yet 
coherent. It is common for stakeholders of a persistent problem to have conflicting 
understandings of the issues and views to its possible solution. This is why it is important to create 
spaces for open deliberation that can allow stakeholders to come closer to shared understandings 
of the root causes of territorial and inter-territorial problems, working backwards from the 
impacts they wish to achieve.  
 

 
Figure 6. Theor of Change method 
 
The Deusto ‘Impact Label’ is a promising local practice for assuring the quality of research and 
innovation impact, which could be scaled up across UNIC. According to the Horizon EUROPE 
Glossary, impact may be broadly defined as a change or a benefit to the economy, society, culture, 
public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life. The European Commission’s 
Horizon Europe Intervention Logic distinguishes between three types of expected impacts – 
scientific, innovation/economic and societal which are expressed Key Impact Pathways (KIPs) over 
short, medium and long-term, many of which can have a direct positive impact on advancement 
of the U.N. Sustainable Development Goals. The 2030 Agenda and its 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) cannot be achieved without sustained and inclusive focus on impact. It has been 
estimated that at least 100 of the 169 SDG targets will not be reached without proper 
engagement and co-ordination with local and regional governments.  
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Figure 7. Nine Key Impact Pathways of Horizon Europe (Bruno & Kadunc, 2019). 

Designing and measuring the impact of UNICs Mission oriented engaged research and innovation 
can hugely benefit from being aligned with SDG Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) and supporting 
UNIC cities to implement them. Local and regional governments are increasingly engaging in sub-
national reviews of SDG implementation, also called VLR’s. While the VLRs hold no official status, 
the process of undertaking these sub-national reviews is providing multiple benefits to the entities 
engaging in them and to SDG implementation at large. VLRs are a powerful tool to advance the 
localization of the SDGs. On top of that, VLRs are drivers of research and innovation, and can 
change the way we think of SDG localization. VLRs contain a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative information. This comes in the form of three components: i) How local government 
activities and policies are meeting the SDGs ii) How organisations or communities based in the city 
are delivering on the SDGs and iii) Quantitative data to demonstrate where there are currently 
trends towards missing or meeting the SDGs. The depth and breadth of these varies based on the 
resources available and the awareness and engagement of organisations in the city of the SDGs.  
 
The process of preparing them provides multiple benefits to the entities engaging in them and to 
SDG implementation at large, including by contributing to the collection and analysis of timely, 
accurate and disaggregated data on SDG implementation and on the furthest behind at the local 
level; bringing stakeholders closer to decision-making processes; strengthening multilevel 
governance; and fostering integration of the SDGs into local planning.  
 
One of the first steps taken towards producing a VLR is understanding what existing policies and 

strategies are in place that meet the SDGs. Many cities have already undertaken this work and 

their efforts can be used as an example. Mapping can be undertaken at the SDG level displaying 

how broader strategies meet each SDG or down to the target level to demonstrate how individual 
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policies and initiatives are helping to meet the SDG targets.  The UN-Habitat initiative views VLRs 

as powerful accelerators of the process of localizing the Sustainable Development Goals. It 

provides partners worldwide with direct technical support to develop VLRs. It also leads the 

development of cutting-edge research and guidance on VLRs and provides opportunities for peer 

learning, capacity building and international engagement. The European Handbook for SDG 

Voluntary Local Reviews (JRC 2022) provides universities, policy makers, urban practitioners and 

experts with a consolidated method and examples of indicators that European local and regional 

governments can use to monitor the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Oulu was a pilot city (2018-2020) in the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre’s project, 

(Building urban datasets for the SDGs – Six European cities monitoring the 2030 Agenda) the 

results of which were used for the development of the European Handbook for SDGs Voluntary 

Local Reviews. Oulu now partners the further development of a Finnish Six Cities model for SDGs 

assessment and publishes its results regularly. Malmo is the only UNIC City to complete a VLR. The 

Basque Country Government has also conducted one for the Basque Region. It is under 

consideration in Cork, supported by the UNIC Center for City Futures and the All-Ireland SDSN. 

 
Local city impact 
 
All trans-disciplinary research is solution-oriented, yet some projects focus on local solutions and 
sets of actors within relatively prescribed themes, whereas others describe whole-of-society 
solutions for complex global problems, such as the SDGs.  
 
When non-academic stakeholders hold knowledge critical to resolving the issue in question, 
transdisciplinary research brings in all kinds of expertise and resources on the table for co-
producing knowledge. In return, societal stakeholders expect positive local impact, for providing 
their data, practitioner expertise, spent working hours and diverse platforms for research 
activities. In other words, to partner research, innovation and development projects, the city 
partners as well as other societal partners expect tailored contributions and solutions for local 
transformation making in their own city context. This follows that a single engaged research 
project needs to match all the project partners’ objectives and share the benefits and risks in a fair 
negotiated way contributing to the local urban development efforts. The City Futures Roadmaps 
maintained by the UNIC Centre for City Futures ensure research projects are grounded in the 
actual local urban development work needs in UNIC Cities and host the pathways for local impact 
making, in research that is engaged.  
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ENGAGED RESEARCH STRATEGY 
GOVERANCE AND DELIVERY 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
 

RESEARCH LEADERSHIP BOARD 
 
It is recommended that UNIC establish a Vice-Rectors Research Policy Group comprised of Vice 
Rectors for Research (where they exist) or Research Directors. As part of the Engaged Research 
Strategy consultation and writing process, the Vice Rectors were involved in a co-creation 
workshop and expressed a desire to continue to meet to contribute to the strategy 
implementation process, to network with each other and to explore strategic opportunities. It is 
suggested that a member of this group takes a seat on the Governance Board of the Centre for 
City Futures.  
 

UNIC CENTRE FOR CITY FUTURES 

 
The UNIC Centre for City Futures has a Governance and Operational Infrastructure. It is being 
developed as a “one-stop-shop” infrastructure and service provider that facilitates collaboration 
and co-creation between the cities and universities. It provides joint infrastructure for both 
learning and research and brings these domains together via societal engagement. As part of its 
Open Discovery Process, applying the PRI approach and the UNIC4ER Meets the City framework, 
the UNIC Centre for City Futures systematically harvests societal challenges and opportunities 
with our cities, to frame engaged learning and research. The Centre increases transdisciplinary 
collaboration and engagement around city-needs based challenges and opportunities, in 
partnership with the UNIC Thematic Lines. To respond to the cities’ challenges and opportunities, 
the UNIC Centre for City Futures runs the UNIC CityLabs as a change laboratory, drives productive 
interactions, and facilitates co-creation for transformative innovation.  
 

The UNIC Centre for City Futures has outlined its key messages as follows (D3.1): 

• Positions the city(s) as a living laboratory(s), empowers researchers / academics, city and 
societal stakeholders with co-creation practices to address the challenges of postindustrial 
cities in transition.  

• Builds strategic partnerships that engage with municipalities, city stakeholders, 
communities, business and enterprise, city networks, and citizens to drive meaningful 
societal change.  

• Together with municipalities and city stakeholders, identifies and co-creates responses to 
city challenges via futures impact roadmaps, City-Engaged Research and City-challenge-
based learning. 
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Figure 8. UNIC Centre for City Futures positioning in UNIC: CCF drives productive interactions and facilitates 

co-creation for transformative innovation. 
 

UNIC COUNCIL CITIES FORUM 

 
The UNIC Council Subgroup of Cities Forum is the forum of UNIC City Representatives, and it is 

supported by the UNIC Centre for City Futures as secretariat. It helps to benchmark local City 

Futures Roadmaps and their operations and input the UNIC City Representatives’ priority 

conclusions on the Missions and initiatives, for the UNIC Leadership Board and UNIC Centre for 

City Futures. It supports the identification of transnational and local impact-oriented learning and 

research themes to inform the work of UNIC Centre for City futures and consequently the UNIC 

Living Lab (CityLabs) and their engagement with UNIC Thematic Lines (UNIC2) / Faculties. (UNIC 

2.0 D3.1) 

 

UNIC4ER MEETS THE CITY FRAMEWORK 

UNIC4ER Meets the City Framework specifies the Open Discovery Process operations, run by the 

UNIC Centre for City Futures. In city challenge topics outlined by the City Futures Roadmaps [Local 

Engaged Research Roadmaps], transdisciplinary Engaged Research projects are called for, 

orchestrated and designed, and diverse types of knowledge productions are match-made so that 

as a sum, they provide concrete outputs that can be utilized by local actors in actual human-

centric urban development.  
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To achieve the chain of transformative engaged research and innovation (see UNIC4ER D4.1), the 

UNIC4ER Meets the City framework is a change-promoting process focusing on Engaged Research 

challenges based on or inspired by the regularly updated Local Engaged Research Roadmaps 

(currently known as City Futures Roadmaps). 

  

 

Figure 9. UNIC4ER Meets the City framework process is continuous and enables transformative Engaged 
Research in UNIC cities. 

  

Building on ecosystemic thinking the UNIC4ER Meets the City framework supports the facilitation 

of open innovation by means of ecosystem orchestration in the context of Engaged Research.   
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Figure. 10. UNIC4ER Meets the City framework. 
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Figure 11. UNIC4ER meets the city framework progressing into the UNIC Centre for City Futures living laboratory 

structure. 
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Conclusion and recommendations  
 
Engaged research action projects are an adequate instrument in the search for a new social contract that joins citizens 
in the challenge of sustainability and transformation. 

UNIC Researcher during the co-creation workshop in April 2024  

 
This engaged research strategy orients itself around the core concept of missions (Mazzucato 
2021) to deliver impact on the strategic priorities facing post-industrial cities in transition.   
The UNIC Engaged Research Strategy offers a framework for an integrated research & innovation 
approach to focus the UNIC Alliance very specifically and strategically on clearly defined engaged 
research & innovation missions, partnerships and targeted projects  
 
Recommendations  
 

1. Establish UNIC Engaged Research Missions to provide a solution, an opportunity, and an 
approach for UNIC to address the numerous challenges that cities face. Underpin UNIC 
missions with the three operational and interrelated building blocks of Partnerships for 
Regional Innovation (PRI), develop multi-stakeholder partnerships and ncourage a culture 
of experimentation and risk taking as a crucial element in the philosophy and design of 
UNIC missions. Focus missions on delivering and assuring measurable impact with a clear 
theory of change, targeted, measurable and timebound transformative objectives.  

2. Establish a Research Leadership Board for Vice-Rectors Research (where they exist) or 
Research Directors to oversee the Engaged Research Strategy and include this group as 
part of UNICs Governance structures, reporting to the Leadership Board. A member of this 
group will site on the Governance Board of the Centre for City Futures. 

3. Empower and resource the Centre for City Futures to organise a small number of mission-
oriented initiatives on an experimental basis, with a view to testing and learning from the 
approach before a wider roll-out. This would partially and where appropriate, re-orient the 
research elements of UNIC Thematic Lines, around a mission-based approach offering a 
more intentional, directional and specific way of organising research.  

4. Advocate for funding for the university alliances to include sufficient funding for mission 
led researcher mobility initiatives, which should also support the digital mobility of 
researchers. Missions offer a mobility pathway for all, city leaders, societal partners, and 
university staff and students, offering an effective way to encourage research 
collaboration, provide access to excellence, and create new knowledge and added value 
for society and in un UNICs case, for our post-industrial cities. 

5. Advocate for an equal focus on research in future grant proposal within the mission of 
UNIC, with the commission through the FOREU1/2 grouping and liaise with national 
governments to advocate for a specific focus on research in European Alliances in the 
successor to Horizon Europe, FP10 discussions.   
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APPENDIX 1 
The UNIC Centre for City Futures was founded by UNIC Management Board 27th January in 
2023,  
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APPENDIX 2 
 
The process of updating the engaged research strategy was fed by a collaborative series of consultation 
between multiple stakeholders both familiar and not familiar with the UNIC initiative.  
 
UNIC4ER ENGAGED RESEARCH STRATEGY CONSULTATIONS 
 

1. Virtual Co-creation workshop hosted by UCC with Vice-Rectors (10) with responsibility for 
research leadership and strategy in each of the UNIC institutions (May 2024) 

 
This workshop highlighted a senior leadership desire to deepen the commitment to advancing a strong 
focus on research across UNIC, but also the challenges this presents. The Vice Rectors committed to 
forming a UNIC Research Strategy Working Group comprised of senior leaders in each institution with 
responsibility for research strategy and policy. The insights gathered from the workshop highlighted the 
following:  
 

➢ The opportunity to leverage UNIC’s Research Strategy collectively, but also locally, to help 
strengthen intuitional commitments to societal engagement but also achieve a competitive edge in 
resourcing research through grant funding.  

➢ Having UNIC’s commitment to Engaged Research embedded in each alliance members Institutional 
Strategy (e.g. UCC and Oulu) is good practice and a way to strengthen it. ER should be a feature of 
University Strategies, with quantifiable measure to show progress, if strategy is working then more 
people are doing ER. 

➢ The ‘external push’ acts as a driver for more strategic approaches to research. More trust is built if 
the problems of post-industrial cities are being addressed; society recognises our research is 
important. In this sense, UNIC’s commitment to ‘engaged research’, offers a clear value 
proposition to each of its Universities. 

➢ The external voice is an important lever and driver of institutional change. The value here is also 
the benefits for citizens and QH stakeholders, however to realise this effectively, their voice needs 
to be part of the research process but also research strategy implementation. 

➢ The UNIC Engaged Research Declaration is a timely and exciting achievement, however it now 
needs a strategy and implementation plan to underpin it and drive the commitment forward. 
While Engaged Research as a strategy cannot become mandatory, as the universities are 
independent and enjoy academic freedom, a strategy should offer a flexible framework like CoARA, 
and a menu of options to sign up to. Grass roots up distributed leadership approach should be 
important to the ethos of the UNIC Research Strategy.  

➢ The impending ‘legal status’ of Alliances will be a ‘game changer’, especially in leveraging policy 
and financial support at the national level for the Alliance research mission. 

➢ Transdisciplinary and interdisciplinarity are a core part of HEI’s going forward and UNIC can 
enhance this. There is a hard division between the social science and humanities and sciences, 
inter- and transdisciplinary research can overcome this. The Strategic Research Programmes of 
each university are important. For example Hybrid Intelligence is a key priority of Oulu University, 
bringing educators and philosophers together to support human co-evolution. AI is a major 
opportunity to bring science, humanities and social science together. This is something the FOREU 
1 and 2 need to lobby for via FP10 and Widera. UNIC should have a preferred partners for research 
status, as they are not black boxes where no one is linked, we know how to contact and work with 
one another.  

➢ The forms of engaged research and good practice prevalent in each institution needs to be 
continually made visible and each universities strengths identified. This allows for coalition 
building, which is a great stimulus, but also supports mutual learning. Each individual university 
wants to continually learn from other universities, contribute, broaden perspectives, and build a 
robust framework for engaged research. Quick wins are important such as sharing best practice 
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and getting interested researchers involved and working together through seed funding to build 
stronger bonds is a good grass roots up approach.  

➢ Three propositions that Alliances can enable how we can be distinct globally, in Europe and at the 
national level.  Internationalising research is an important goal and key to this is transdisciplinary 
and interdisciplinary research, e.g., the SHAPE approach. Global recognition is important, helps to 
recruit research talent. 

➢ Funding issue is evident when we partner with universities in the US; they have large endowments 
and do not have to compete for public funding. Can we design a collective philanthropy funded 
challenge research fund in UNIC? We have to make sure external partners are not exploited and 
that the research is part of a committed partnership and not transactional.  

➢ A vision or path forward is important that people can buy in to and support, without this, we will 
constantly chase low hanging fruit. An Advisory Board on a research strategy for UNIC or a 
Research Leadership Group to drive the agenda and act as champions is needed. Mapping exercise 
across shared interests would be important. Research Office Staff could be assigned to collaborate 
on Horizon Europe and get PI’s involved. Erasmus mobility funding is a way to bring researchers 
together face to face and to cross-pollinate interdisciplinary research, bringing topics and fields 
together. 

 
2. Co-creation workshop hosted by UCC with 20 researchers and research support professionals, 

from each of the UNIC institutions (April 2024). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Deusto RUB Liege EUR  
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Presidents/Rectors and 
City CEOs championing 
the Engaged Research 
Declaration across EU and 
to non-aligned post-
industrial cities.  

The collaboration 
between the Rector 
(Rectorado) and the 
Mayor (Alcaldía) is 
fluid, both on a 
personal and 
institutional level. 
The existence of a 
framework 
agreement UD-
BIlbao, with various 
ongoing initiatives, 
and a system of 
collaborative 
governance 
accompany it.  

The rector and the 
mayor are aware of 
the Engaged 
Research as a 
working field and 
they see the 
importance but as 
the term ER is still 
not so familiar/well-
known in the 
German context, 
they normally focus 
in their external 
communication more 
on the general 
concept of 
transformation of the 
post-industrial cities 
and the need for 
impact making. The 
new RUB logo "Built 
to change" shows 
this impact-driven 
thinking  

The rector and the 
mayor are aware of 
the importance of 
Engaged Research for 
the port-industrial 
transformation and 
positive impact on 
citizens. However, the 
concept of ER is still 
not fully 
understandable for all 
actors in a French-
speaking environment 
(also specialist), as it is 
linked to a form of 
political/militant 
research (recherche 
engagée). 

Strong Leadership 
Support:  Active 
involvement of 
university and city 
leaders signals the 
importance of 
engaged research 
and encourages 
stakeholder buy-
in.and  
Interdisciplinary 
Collaboration:  
Fostering 
collaboration across 
disciplines leads to 
innovative solutions 
to complex societal 
challenges. 

 

Engaged Research 
mainstreamed within 
mission, policies & 
practices of each 
institution, realizing the 
European Research Area 
and ‘Pact for Research 
and Innovation in 
Europe’.  

The incidence of our 
teaching and 
research activity, as 
well as the need to 
consider its social 
impact, is included 
in the DNA of UD, as 
well as in the 
current Strategic 
Plan and in the 
Research and 
Transfer Policy. 

Engaged Research is 
part of the Transfer 
Mission Statement of 
RUB 

Research with and for 
the society is part of 
ULiège mission and 
strategy. 

The Erasmus 
University 
Rotterdam (EUR) 
has indeed shown a 
commitment to 
engaged research 
and aligning with 
European research 
initiatives. EUR is 
known for its 
interdisciplinary 
approach to 
research and its 
focus on societal 
impact.EUR is a 
participant in 
various EU-funded 
research programs 
and initiatives aimed 
at promoting 
collaboration, 
innovation, and 
societal 
engagement. 
Additionally, the 
university often 
emphasizes its role 
in contributing to 
regional 
development and 
addressing societal 
challenges through 
research and 
innovation. 

 



 

 

33 | UNIC4ER ENGAGED RESEARCH STRATEGY 
 

Strong citizen, CSO/NGO 
participation in research 
via Engaged Research 
Cycle.  

The presence of 
referent citizens 
(political, technical, 
business and 
associative leaders), 
as well as 
anonymous citizens 
(belonging to 
various age groups 
and social 
collectives), is a 
growing reality in 
UD`s learning 
programmes and 
research projects. 
Through 
methodologies of 
teaching innovation 
and engaged 
research 

Teaching at the RUB 
follows the didactic 
principle of research-
based learning, 
which can be done 
by including societal 
partners into the 
research of the 
students. Through 
UNIC, but also 
through another 
project (about 
Entrepreneurial 
Skills) we are also 
promoting 
Challenge-based 
Learning and the 
integration of 
citizens and societal 
partners in our 
teaching, learning 
and the research 
projects of our 
students. This goes in 
line with our 
engagement for ER. 

Societal and other 
non-academic actors 
are regular partners in 
research and 
educational activity at 
ULiège. Important 
partnerships are 
established via the 
UNIC4ER framework, 
particularly with the 
large Liège-based 
umbrella organization 
GRE-Liège. 

EUR  collaborates 
with UNIC4ER, to 
implement Engaged 
Research Cycles. The 
seed-fund involved 
citizens, CSOs, and 
NGOs in research 
processes, while 
also provided 
capacity-building 
initiatives to 
researchers (self -
teach leadership), 
practitioners, and 
community 
members in 
effective Engaged 
Research practices. 
This collaboration 
fosters inclusive and 
participatory 
research practices 
within Rotterdam 
and across Europe. 

 

Successful elaboration of 
seed funded initiatives, 
such as Horizon Europe 
and other external 
funding applications.  

UD has led and 
participated in a 
significant number 
of the total seed 
funding projects. 
Some of these are 
already in the 
process of 
becoming, on the 
one hand, a stable 
framework for 
collaboration 
between 
researchers and, on 
the other, a 
proposal to be 
submitted to 
external funding 
calls. 

One of our four 
Seed-funded projects 
successfully applied 
for EU external 
funding in a leading 
role; another one is 
waiting to receive a 
decision. 
Additionally; the RUB 
academics 
participated in other 
calls as non-leading 
partners  

Research project 
applications 
supported with the 
UNIC4ER Seed Fund 
are currently ongoing 
at ULiège. The Seed 
Fund also supported a 
large important 
educational 
innovation initiative 
based on engaged 
research. 

Notably, within the 
EUR, 
researchers who are 
seed fund recipients 
have shown 
interest in pursuing 
further funding 
opportunities, 
highlighting a 
growing trend 
toward expanding 
successful initiatives 
within the program. 
However, they have 
yet to confirm which 
funding Horizon or 
otherwise they will 
pursue.  

 

Engaged Research 
integrated within all UNIC 
PG Masters/PhD 
programmes.  

Increasingly and 
transversally in UD, 
the ER proposal is 
being incorporated 
into the pedagogical 
design of subjects, 
internships and final 
projects for 
bachelor's and 
master's degrees, as 
well as in doctoral 
programmes. Both 
as a tool in the 
learning process 
and in the 
generation of 
knowledge. 

Every Masters 
programme includes 
research-based 
learning modules, 
where students have 
the opportunity, 
depending on their 
research question, to 
work together with 
non-academic 
partners. 

Every Masters 
programme includes 
research-based 
learning modules or 
activities at ULiège. 
Students regularly 
participate in activity 
with non-academic 
partners. N/A  

Support to non-
traditional researchers 
and non-traditional 
Engaged Research 
methodologies.  

The presence of 
non-traditional 
researchers at UD is 
increasing in step 
with the 
diversification of 
the composition of 
the Basque society 
in which we are 

At over 50 per cent, 
RUB has a very high 
proportion of first-
generation students. 
Both first generation 
students and first-
generation 
researchers are 
supported at RUB. 

Specific diversity 
inclusion plans are in 
place at ULiège to 
allow for the 
representation of non-
traditional scholars 
and students. 

The UNIC4ER seed 
fund in Europe was 
instrumental in 
addressing the 
imperative need to 
support non-
traditional 
researchers and 
engage non-
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involved. The 
presence of ER 
methodologies is 
increasing both in 
volume and quality, 
both on their own 
initiative and as a 
result of social 
demand. 

This is measurable by 
a comparatively high 
percentage of 
successful master- 
and phd-students 
from this first-gen-
group. 

traditional research 
methodologies. It's 
remarkable that 
approximately 50% 
of the recipients of 
the seed fund were 
from non-traditional 
backgrounds. This 
demonstrates a 
significant shift 
towards inclusivity 
and innovation in 
research, fostering a 
diverse and dynamic 
research landscape. 

Curricula integration of 
Engaged Research and 
advancement of 
research-based teaching 
e.g., European Science 
Shop model integrated 
within the UG 
curriculum.  

The policy 
established around 
the UD Training 
Model and its 
teaching-learning 
process, 
accompanied over 
time by the 
dissemination 
conferences on 
teaching innovation 
projects, have been 
the source of the 
standardised use of 
pedagogies and 
methodologies 
closer to learning-
research-action.  

Teaching at the RUB 
follows the didactic 
principle of research-
based learning. This 
is anchored 
accordingly in the 
curricula of all 
faculties. 

 N/A  

Baseline Mapping and a 
Common Understanding 
of Engaged Research 
achieved.  

The incorporation of 
the "ER" culture in 
UD has been 
favored by the 
presence of a 
"Social Impact" 
culture over recent 
decades. With 
which the RE has 
found firm 
precedents on 
which to work 

The term ER is still 
not so familiar/well-
known in the 
German context and 
it often needs some 
contextual and 
methodological 
"translation" and 
references to 
neighbouring 
concepts  

Engaged Research is 
still not fully familiar 
and shared 
understood in the 
French-speaking 
context. However, the 
idea of doing research 
with and for society is 
widely recognized as a 
main mission of higher 
education and 
research institutions. 

The team learned 
valuable lessons 
during the mapping 
exercise. They 
prioritized engaged 
research, 
stakeholder 
involvement, impact 
measurement, and 
contextual 
understanding. 
Collaborative work, 
diverse approaches, 
policy alignment, 
and capacity 
building were also 
important. 

 

Measurable impact of 
UNIC4ER demonstrated 
on a formative and 
summative basis.  

The impact 
generated is 
reflected: from the 
teaching field, in the 
evolution of the 
volume and quality 
of teaching 
innovation projects 
and the label 
accreditation 
process; and from 
the research field, in 
the analysis of the 
scientific production 
generated and the 
process of granting 
social impact seals 

 

 

In the formative 
evaluation process, 
the emphasis was 
placed on the critical 
role of team building 
and the 
establishment of a 
shared terminology 
for engaged 
research. This 
collaborative effort 
was deemed 
essential for 
fostering cohesion 
and effectiveness 
within the team. As 
we approach the 
summative 
evaluation 
scheduled for the 
end of August 2024,  
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it is evident that the 
team's unity 
remains pivotal. 
Unified by a 
common 
understanding of 
engaged research 
and an appreciation 
of the challenges 
encountered across 
diverse European 
regions and within 
various universities, 
the team functions 
as a cohesive entity. 
This collective 
awareness of the 
complexities 
inherent in 
promoting 
participative 
research serves as a 
foundation for our 
ongoing 
endeavours. 

 
Reflections on Longer Term Impact of UNIC4ER 
 
UNIC CCF Center for City Futures involves the design of a common space for the development of 
joint projects that, responding to the philosophy included in the ER Declaration, involves 
addressing the challenges linked to a more humane and sustainable development, in 
environmental terms. economic, social and cultural, through a more democratic governance that 
activates and involves the university, but also institutions, companies, non-profit entities and 
citizens. 
  
Each UNIC partner university's city's size is different. Istanbul is home to about 18 million citizens. 
Istanbul itself is as big as many countries.  Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality is responsible for 18 
million people with diverse backgrounds and needs. For Koç Univesity, it makes sense to reach out 
to local municipalities as well as civil society organizations and industries who are very active and 
willing to create change.  
 
UD's contribution to the cities in which it is present, such as those of the UNIC group with its 
reference cities, has a great impact on achieving the localization of the SDGs, through local 
Agendas. The configuration of local innovation ecosystems, with the presence of universities, 
institutions, companies, non-profits and citizens, makes it possible to address the great challenges 
of sustainability in a more effective and efficient way. With the Centre for City Futures, we hope 
to establish the appropriate long-term structures, whereby the focus will probably be more on 
teaching and research-based learning than on research, since there is a huge demand from the 
students. 
 
The teaching-learning of people, throughout life, is a net contribution of universities to the 
achievement of the SDGs. Research and the generation of knowledge is another contribution to 
the 2030 Agenda. Engagement, both in educational programs and research projects, facilitates 
progress in most of the SDGs, both those focused on people and on the planet, as well as those 
who have alliances in the world and their cities as their goal. 
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Academics are very aware of the need and opportunities, which are given through the work on 
SDGs. This correlates with the need of the current students' generation. Accordingly, the 
engagement of teaching and research with the SDGs is increasing   
We have seen that the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality agenda and EU Urban agenda policies 
and priorities are very parallel to each other which makes it easier for us to speak the same 
language.  
 
A university strategy of Engaged Learning-Research-Action participating in a global strategy 
developed by a local innovation ecosystem, led by the City Council, with co-creative involvement 
of other institutions, companies and associations, as well as the active complicity of citizens allows 
progress in the proposed objectives, we see the UNIC2.0 phase a binding frame to continue this 
cooperation. 
 
Koç University is generally following traditional research but has a Social Impact Center (KUSIF) 
that has been carrying out successful projects for a long time. To increase the number of engaged 
research projects, we have seen that researchers need to see more examples of 'engaged 
research' 'Best practice' recordings and 'engaged research toolkit' and 'Engaged Research and 
Teaching' workshop recording are useful in that regard.  
 
People are the key factor in the transformation of the world, its cities, territories and 
communities. Young people are called to be citizens of the present and the future. Citizens who 
face new paradigms both in their daily lives and as leaders of institutions, companies or 
associations. Therefore, the process of learning and generating knowledge is key in the adoption 
of knowledge, skills and values for this purpose.  
 
There is a great demand from students for democratic competences and more practical 
experience during their studies. In order to meet this demand, more and more corresponding 
courses are currently being designed and offered, in which the students e.g. work together with 
soietal partners on local challenges. Students like to meet with civil society organizations or 
people from the industry to be part of engaged research.  
 
The crisis of democratic societies is related to citizen distrust and disaffection towards people who 
exercise leadership in institutions, companies and associations. The persistence over time of an 
engaged learning-research-action, promoted by various actors (including the university) that 
activates and involves citizens can be an important step in strengthening democracy and human 
rights. The boundaries between classical university education and life-long-learning have started 
to change in Germany, which have contributed to a need to and interest to cooperate with 
citizens and public sector. There is a great demand from students for democratic competences 
and more practical experience during their studies. In order to meet this demand, more and more 
corresponding courses are currently being designed and offered, in which the students e.g. work 
together with societal partners on local challenges.   
 
The localization of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs is a key factor in obtaining the expected results. 
And accompanying localizing, a more democratic governance model, which ensures the 
awareness, activation and involvement of the greatest possible number of citizens in the 
processes of analysis, dialogue, deliberation and implementation of consensual initiatives. The 
presence of engagement in learning processes and research projects facilitates this model. 
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The need to work on SDGs have become clear during the last years. This has led to new 
collaboration structures within our university and in the context of related city/regional 
cooperation. A RUB certification programme on sustainability and the new RUB sustainability 
office with a high visibility are two examples of this; with collaboration relations to 
UNIC/UNIC4ER. For more engagement, we need contact with civil society organizations and local 
municipalities. 
 

3. Engaged Research Forum UNIC Research Community (March 31st-April 1st 2022) 

The UNIC Strategy Forum on Engaged Research, organized by UCC, brought together 135 UNIC 
European University colleagues and City Partners for a series of workshops towards developing a 
Joint Declaration on Engaged Research and a common strategy, framework and supportive 
systems for involving and engaging citizens, civil society, public & city authorities and academia in 
joint research and innovation initiatives. 
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APPENDIX 3 
UNIC ENGAGED RESEARCH META FRAMEWORK 
 
The following eight domains developed by UNIC4ER, guide development of our institutional 
practices, systemic levers and drivers for engaged research within and across the alliance.  
 

Governance, Leadership & Policy Context - the key principles that guide the aspirations and 
practices within and amongst our academic institutions that enable or limit the effectiveness of 
engaged research. This category also includes internal governance structure(s) with responsibility 
for research policy.  
 

Organizational Systems, Infrastructure, Funding, People & Incentives - all factors that enable, 
encourage, and sustain engaged research which include the multiplicity of dynamic interactions 
amongst people, capital investment and the built environment - essentially taking a 
comprehensive, integrative and holistic systems-based approach.  
 

University and Society Collaboration & Co-Creation – Strategies, policies and practices, 
communities of interest or practice that expand the scope of engaged research by establishing 
processes to enhance the reciprocal exchange of knowledge and provide networking 
opportunities for co-production amongst academia, government, civil society and enterprise.  
 

Preparing & Supporting Engaged Researchers - systems, practices and capacities existing at UNIC 
partner institutions to assist researchers understand the significance of engaged research; to align 
their existing research skills and expertise with engaged research objectives and methodologies; 
to foster transdisciplinary dialogue, identify and connect with societal partners and other 
academic researchers across disciplinary lines; and to identify, secure and administer research 
funding.  
 

Engaged Research in Teaching & Learning and Research Based Teaching - strategies for the 
integration of Engaged Research into undergraduate and postgraduate curriculum so that 
students learn to understand the processes and methodologies to advance the frontiers of 
knowledge while realizing the necessity of engaging with community partners rather than ‘for’ or 
‘on’ them and thus helping democratize the research process.  
 

Open Research and Digital Transformation & Capability - the open sharing of research artefacts 
such as publications, data, physical samples and software for broad distribution and dissemination 
to all levels of society to include academics, government, community organizations, engaged 
citizens and enterprise. Open Research includes Open Science while expanding inclusion to all 
disciplines such as the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences.  
 

Internationalisation and Trans-nationalization - capacity to form engaged research partnerships 
and networks beyond individual nation states, which allows for a pooling of academic expertise 
and resources to focus attention on the global challenges of our time. These transcend national 
borders, yet can have common patterns of cause and effect amongst many city regions around 
the world, wherever feasible bridging gaps between the Global North and South.  
 

Measuring Impact - quantitative and qualitative methods for assessing the impact and societal 
benefit of engaged research within and across cities. In the UNIC context, this can be collaborative 
engaged research initiatives such as RDI projects, publishing academic papers, creating 
partnerships, generating data, or effecting policy which advances the UNIC CityLab Challenge 
areas, the European Urban Agenda and the SDGs.  
 




