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Abstract

Multiple approaches have been devised to capture recent transformations in uni-
versity governance connected to sustainability and innovation agendas. This study 
operationalises the Sustainable Entrepreneurial University (SEU) framework to assess 
sustainability and entrepreneurship orientation in practice at a sample of Finnish 
research-intensive universities. Drawing on the framework’s theoretical foundations, 
the study evaluates its applicability across the selected universities. Through qualita-
tive content analysis of the strategic plans of six universities, the study examines the 
alignment of institutional discourse with the Ivory Tower University, Entrepreneurial 
University, and SEU models. The findings provide a detailed analysis of each univer-
sity’s strategic direction, emphasising their commitment to sustainability and entre-
preneurship, with most coded text indicating the alignment with SEU principles. This 
research offers insights into the framework’s applicability and potential for refine-
ment. Future research could explore the framework’s implementation and impact 
in other institutional contexts, and the development of metrics for sustainability to  
track progress.

Keywords

institutional change – Finland – strategy – Sustainable Entrepreneurial University –  
sustainability

…
Our biggest challenge in this new century is to take an idea that 
seems abstract (sustainable development) and turn it into a reality 
for all the world’s people.

Kofi Annan, 2001
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1	 Introduction

Universities are pivotal in driving societal transformations and advocating 
sustainability and ecological stewardship. As generators and disseminators of 
knowledge, providers of education and training, and contributors to societal 
development, universities have the potential to lead the way in sustainable 
practices (Leal Filho et al., 2017). Sustainability has become a crucial term in 
contemporary society, representing the urgent need to address environmen-
tal, social, and economic challenges (United Nations, 2015). The integration of 
environmental and societal dimensions into innovation models, specifically 
those stemming from Triple-Helix – such as Quadruple and Quintuple Helix 
(Carayannis & Campbell, 2009) and Neo-Triple Helix (Cai, 2022) – marks the 
advent of the post-entrepreneurial university era.

The Triple-Helix innovation model (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000) empha-
sises relationships between academia, industry, and government, which has 
been instrumental in understanding innovation and economic growth within 
society. As Cai (2022) identified in the Neo-Triple Helix innovation model, the 
academy-industry-government relationship is the “innovation gene” within 
the innovation ecosystem. However, as society grapples with sustainability 
issues, scholars recognised that the Triple Helix model needed to evolve (Cai, 
2022; Carayannis & Campbell, 2009). The societal and environmental integra-
tion into innovation systems signified a shift towards the post-entrepreneurial 
university era, where universities are not only engines of economic progress 
but also the main drivers of sustainability.

In response to this paradigm shift, a growing body of literature has proposed 
new models for universities, including civic universities (Goddard & Vallance, 
2013; Goddard et al., 2016), engaged universities (Benneworth, 2013), ideas of a 
university ecology (Wright, 2016), responsible university (Sørensen et al., 2019), 
university 4.0 (Giesenbauer & Müller-Christ 2020), and the sustainable entre-
preneurial university (SEU) as synthesised by Cai and Ahmad (2021). While 
all these models are valuable perspectives on university organisation, the SEU 
model stands out for its comprehensive approach towards sustainability and 
entrepreneurship within innovation ecosystems (Cai & Ahmad, 2021). Unlike 
other models that may focus on specific aspects such as civic engagement 
(Goddard & Vallance 2013; Goddard et al., 2016) or technological advancement 
(Giesenbauer & Müller-Christ, 2020), the SEU model integrates sustainability 
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principles into its core operations, emphasising social, economic, and environ-
mental sustainability (Cai & Ahmad, 2021).

Representing an advancement beyond traditional entrepreneurial univer-
sity (EU) models, Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU model offers a holistic concep-
tualisation of what universities ought to be in contemporary contexts. While 
the sustainable development goals (SDGs) outlined by the United Nations 
(2015) are not central to the SEU’s model architecture, they are integrated 
as both input and envisaged outcomes. SEU-type institutional action entails 
embracing the SDGs as guiding principles for research and as focal points for 
stakeholder collaboration to steer innovation systems toward sustainability 
(Cai & Ahmad, 2021).

Within this evolving context, Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework 
emerged as a tool to investigate further and understand the best practices 
for sustainable universities. Compared to the previously prevailing models of 
Ivory Tower (IT) and EU, the emerging SEU model offers a comprehensive set 
of indicators for understanding the unique features of universities advocat-
ing sustainability (Cai & Ahmad, 2021). Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU model 
emphasises the need for university operations to be socially, economically, and 
environmentally sustainable, making the advocacy of sustainability an inte-
gral part of its entrepreneurial stance. Furthermore, the SEU model advances 
interdisciplinarity and stakeholder engagement, recognising its critical role in 
addressing sustainability.

Drawing on insights from previous theoretical formulations, Cai and 
Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework provides an ambitious theoretical approach 
that integrates and compares the more established IT and EU models to the 
newly proposed SEU. By adopting the SEU framework, researchers can identify 
the research, societal engagement, organisation and administrative operations, 
and teaching elements aligned with the universities’ sustainability objectives 
across various university models. This framework facilitates the analysis of 
prevailing trends and strategies as universities reposition themselves. Despite 
Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) promising formulation, their framework remains at a 
conceptual level, and the dimension-categories used to capture its unique fea-
tures may require further refinement through critical examination in empiri-
cal contexts.

Against this backdrop of evolving university models and sustainability 
imperatives, Nordic countries have been at the forefront of comprehensively 
integrating sustainability. This leadership is evident in the latest Sustainable 
Development Report (2024), where Finland, Sweden, and Denmark lead 
the ranking of all 193 United Nations Member States in progressing towards 
the SDGs. Finland, in particular, has consistently reviewed and promoted its 
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sustainability efforts throughout the past decade, including in the higher edu-
cation sector (Prime Minister’s Office, 2016; 2020). Finland’s latest Voluntary 
National Review of the 2030 Agenda states: “Higher education institutions and 
public research institutions are increasingly regarding sustainable develop-
ment as part of their strategy and focus of research” (Prime Minister’s Office, 
2020: 60). However, as the report further emphasises: “These higher educa-
tion institutions are autonomous entities, which are responsible for their own 
administration, research, and teaching” (Prime Minister’s Office, 2020: 62).

Finland’s higher education system, with its strong emphasis on sustainabil-
ity and university autonomy, provides a unique context for examining emerg-
ing models like the SEU. This setting offers valuable insights into how the SEU 
and other university models align with institutional goals and drive innovation 
strategies. It also reveals the extent to which national sustainability aspirations 
are reflected – or not – in their strategic positioning. In this context of national 
and institutional entrepreneurship and sustainability aspirations, our study 
has three primary aims:
1)	 To operationalise the SEU framework by identifying quantifiable indica-

tors for its dimensions to examine sustainability and entrepreneurship 
aspirations across the sample of Finnish universities.

2)	 To refine the SEU framework by critically evaluating its dimensions, 
including expanding, merging, or reducing them based on empirical 
findings.

3)	 To analyse the strategic aspirations of the sample of Finnish universities 
using the IT, EU, and SEU frameworks, thereby understanding how these 
universities position themselves within these models.

1.1	 Research Questions
To achieve these aims, this study answers the following questions:
1)	 How can the SEU framework be effectively operationalised to examine 

sustainability and entrepreneurship orientation among the sample of 
Finnish universities?

2)	 How can the SEU framework be refined to enhance its applicability in 
assessing sustainability and entrepreneurship?

3)	 How do the strategic aspirations of the sample of Finnish universities 
align with the IT, EU, and SEU models?

By addressing these research questions, we aspire to contribute to the field of 
sustainability and innovation in universities, providing insights into how the 
SEU framework can be operationalised, refined, and effectively applied to bet-
ter understand the apparent institutional convergence toward sustainability 
and entrepreneurship.
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2	 Theoretical Framework

This study draws significant inspiration from the work of Cai and Ahmad 
(2021), which presents a creative synthesis of and an expansion of the ideas 
around the innovation ecosystem and entrepreneurship in higher education. 
The conceptualisation defining three models of the university (i.e., IT, EU, and 
SEU) is applied in this study as a theoretical framework. It also relies on the 
work of Etzkowitz et al. (2017) as cited in Cai and Ahmad (2021), which pro-
vides the 12 dimension-categories used to describe such models.

The framework proposed by Cai and Ahmad (2021) aims to bridge numerous 
theoretical perspectives and ideas on the optimal definition of universities and 
innovation ecosystems. In recent decades, universities have undergone signifi-
cant transformations to meet the expectations and demands of stakeholders 
such as students, faculties, government, society, and industry. As a result, uni-
versities have become part of innovation ecosystems (Carayannis et al., 2018), 
where sustainability and ecology play a key role.

Innovation ecosystems require a deeper understanding of the role of uni-
versities in society (Cai & Ahmad, 2021), which extends beyond models like 
the EU (Clark, 1998; Etzkowitz, 2013; 2016) and allows for an analysis of univer-
sity contributions to innovation systems. Integrating sustainable development 
into innovation systems, based on the Triple-Helix concept, fosters the emer-
gence of the post-entrepreneurial university era. However, Cai and Ahmad’s 
(2021) SEU theoretical framework enables cross-university comparisons based 
on the three university models, providing a continuous and coherent theoreti-
cal foundation for analysis. The IT, EU, and SEU models are described below.

2.1	 Ivory Tower University
The IT serves as a contrasting university model for the EU and a point of 
departure for its definition. IT is a theoretical construct inspired by some 
Humboldtian-type universities widespread before the advent of the EU model. 
Its core characteristic is the belief in exclusivity and isolation from society 
(Etzkowitz et al., 2019). Knowledge production conducted in discipline-based 
departments is valued for its own sake, with helpful knowledge often emerging 
as an accidental by-product. Campus-based teaching is managed by adminis-
trators exclusively from academia, with the university itself regarded as the 
sole internal stakeholder. In the IT university, funding is perceived as a right, 
and the academic mindset reinforces a focus on self-sustainability. Over the 
past two decades, there has been a noticeable global shift from the IT to the EU 
model (Etzkowitz et al., 2000).
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2.2	 Entrepreneurial University
The EU model was first proposed by Etzkowitz (1983), providing the founda-
tional groundwork for its development. Röpke (1998) and Clark (1998; 2004) 
later made significant contributions and refinements, followed by further 
developments from Etzkowitz (2013; 2016). The main characteristics of the EU 
model can be summarised as follows: 1) a strong link with industry and govern-
ment through partnerships; 2) an efficient and effective system for technology 
and knowledge transfer; and 3) an active role in the local innovation strategy 
(Etzkowitz, 2013; 2016).

Following Etzkowitz’s (2013; 2016) perspective, the EU has three develop-
ment phases. The first phase, “University Entrepreneur One,” is character-
ised by a clear focus on deciding the university’s strategy and core priorities. 
There are two ways to accomplish that: through an independent collection of 
resources (e.g., donations or tuition fees) or negotiations with other resource 
providers. In “University Entrepreneur Two,” universities generate income from 
their outcomes and intellectual property by systematically organising technol-
ogy transfer mechanisms. The final “University Entrepreneur Three” stage sees 
universities establishing strong connections with regional firms and actively 
contributing to government and industry-led regional innovation strategies 
(Etzkowitz, 2013; 2016).

Moreover, Eztkowitz (2013; 2016) defines four interconnected principles 
guiding the EU: “Interaction,” which refers to the close connection between 
the university, government, and firms; “Independence,” as universities remain 
autonomous institutions not directly dependent on others; “Hybridisation,” 
which resolves conflicts between institutions or authorities, leading to the 
creation of hybrid organisations; and “Reciprocity,” the result of continuous 
renewal driven by changes in academia, government, or industry.

2.3	 Sustainable Entrepreneurial University
A SEU is a concept that integrates the principles of sustainability and entrepre-
neurship within the context of universities (Cai & Ahmad, 2021). Developed as 
an advanced type of the EU and guided by the SDGs, the SEU signifies a shift 
in the role and function of universities. A SEU promotes a comprehensive and 
integrated approach to sustainability, encompassing the economic, social, and 
environmental dimensions. Moreover, a SEU emphasises its interactions with 
external stakeholders and the larger community, incorporating sustainability 
practices within the institution.

Regarding entrepreneurship, SEUs encourage and support entrepreneur-
ial activities among students, faculty, and staff (Guerrero & Urbano, 2012). It 
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recognises the significance of fostering an entrepreneurial mindset and pro-
viding the necessary resources and support for individuals to develop their 
entrepreneurial abilities and ventures. This may involve providing entrepre-
neurial programs, incubators, and accelerators, as well as facilitating connec-
tions with industry collaborators and funding sources.

Engagement with the community is a vital characteristic of a SEU. It 
actively pursues partnerships and collaborations with external stakeholders, 
including local communities, industries, governments, and non-profit organ-
isations, to address pressing societal challenges (Yarime et al., 2012). Through 
research, innovation, and the dissemination of knowledge, a SEU seeks to 
develop meaningful and sustainable solutions that positively impact society. 
In addition, a SEU adheres to sustainability principles in its operations and 
practices. It employs sustainable practices in its infrastructure, resource man-
agement, curriculum development, and governance. This may include institut-
ing energy-efficient measures, promoting sustainable transportation options, 
integrating sustainability-focused courses and programs, and integrating sus-
tainability into institutional policies and decisions.

2.4	 Dimension-Categories across University Models
The models of universities described above are analysed through a set of 12 
dimension-categories grouped into three missions (teaching, research, and 
societal engagement) and organisation and administration for achieving those 
missions (Cai & Ahmad, 2021). In particular, the two fundamental missions of 
a university under the SEU model (i.e., teaching and research) are set up in a 
distinctly unique way compared to the IT and EU models.

The single dimension category assigned to the teaching mission – teaching 
location – is not tied to a campus anymore as in the IT model but finds itself 
shifting between on- and off-campus teaching with a decisive role of online 
teaching tailored for the global context.

Three dimension-categories assigned to the research mission – knowledge 
mission, direction of research, and knowledge-related intention  – also offer a 
unique proposal for the SEU model. Cai and Ahmad (2021) point to the “democ-
racy of knowledge” as a distinguishing factor of SEU’s knowledge mission, 
where various paradigms of knowledge production (modes 1, 2, and 3) con-
verge (Carayannis & Campbell, 2012). The purpose of knowledge production 
is much broader and more involved than in the other university models. The 
direction of research is shaped by multiple factors, but a novel and significant 
impact is gained by the SDGs (Waas et al., 2010). Lastly, the knowledge-related 
intention is not only centred around usefulness, as it is in the EU model, but 
also incorporates concerns about sustainable growth and societal impact.
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The third central mission of the SEU’s framework is societal engagement, 
which seeks to connect the university with external stakeholders and resolve 
societal issues. Multiple dimensions  – knowledge exchange and co-creation, 
university-society link, contribution points, and stakeholders – contribute to this 
engagement. The first dimension, technology and innovation transfer to indus-
try, prioritises knowledge exchange and co-creation over technology transfer. 
Second, the university-society link dimension emphasises the development of 
robust connections and collaborations between the university and the larger 
society. Understanding society’s requirements and priorities enables the uni-
versity to align its activities, resources, and expertise to have a positive impact 
(Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2022).

The societal engagement mission also identifies contribution points where 
the university can leverage its expertise and resources to effect positive 
change. These contributing factors represent societal challenges or opportuni-
ties, characterised by a bidirectional relationship in which the university both 
actively contributes to and receives meaningful contributions from its envi-
ronment. A university may concentrate on sustainable energy solutions, social 
entrepreneurship, environmental conservation, or public health initiatives. 
By emphasising these areas, the university directs its efforts toward making 
significant contributions and addressing pressing societal issues. Lastly, effec-
tive stakeholder engagement is vital in the societal engagement dimension. 
Students, faculty, staff, alumni and alumnae, industry partners, government 
agencies, and local communities are actively engaged and work in collabora-
tion with the university (Jongbloed & Salerno, 2008).

According to the SEU framework (Cai & Ahmad, 2021), achieving the goals of 
each mission requires shaping the university – including its organisation and 
administration – as a unique configuration of the IT and EU models. In terms 
of the disciplines in organisation dimension, interdisciplinarity is institution-
alised as central in the SEU model (Kandiko & Blackmore, 2008), advancing 
beyond the EU model, where disciplinary and interdisciplinary departments 
hold equal importance, and diverging further from the IT model, which main-
tains a discipline-based organisation. Second, the source of university admin-
istration in the SEU model is a university network (Wright, 2016; Kahle et al., 
2018) constructed through activities aimed at accomplishing the three main 
missions. In the EU, administrative staff typically come from multiple sources, 
including the government and industry. In the IT model, staff were selected 
from the academic sector.

The perception of funding embeds fundamental changes in the SEU, since 
the resources should be allocated as a matter of exchange while advocating for 
social justice and moral responsibility (Geschwind et al., 2019). Every resource 
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should be gained in an ethical way, not only according to a profit-driven ratio-
nale. This is a significant transformation from funding perceived as a matter of 
right by the IT model or something to be allocated after an exchange as in the 
EU. Finally, beyond the academic ideation of the IT and the entrepreneurial 
stance in the EU, the SEU mindset merges both sustainability and entrepre-
neurialism (Etzkowitz, 2004; Kassel et al., 2016; Giesenbauer & Müller-Christ, 
2020). Economic growth in the SEU is pursued through the consideration of 
how to preserve or renovate resources (Moon et al., 2018).

3	 Methodology

3.1	 Research Approach
We adopted a qualitative research approach to assess the applicability of Cai 
and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework on institutional convergence toward uni-
versity models. We chose this approach because it preserves a more naturalis-
tic perspective, allowing for an in-depth exploration of complex phenomena 
such as institutional aspirations and their alignment with theoretical frame-
works (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative research emphasises context, meaning, and 
interpretation, making it well-suited for analysing ambiguous statements and 
nuanced institutional attributes that cannot be easily quantified (Dey, 2005).

Furthermore, our initial intention was to explore the applicability of Cai 
and Ahmad’s (2021) framework and its transferability across universities with 
relatively similar characteristics, rather than to reach generalisable conclu-
sions about the entire population of Finnish universities. A qualitative explo-
ration of the data, with its characteristic openness (Kohlbacher, 2006), also 
allowed us to gain insights into areas where the framework could be further 
developed. The qualitative content analysis thus supported our research goals 
by enabling us to operationalise Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework and 
analyse Finnish universities’ strategic aspirations.

3.2	 Sample Universities
Governed by the Universities Act of 2009, the Finnish higher education sys-
tem provides a unified legal framework for governance, degree structures, and 
funding models (Ministry of Education and Culture [MEC], 2017). The system 
comprises 36 higher education institutions (HEIs): 14 research-intensive uni-
versities and 22 universities of applied sciences (UASs).

Research-intensive universities emphasise multidisciplinary research and 
academic education, whereas UASs focus on practice-oriented education 
aligned with labour market needs. While UASs play a crucial role in vocational 
and applied education, their mission, governance, and funding models differ 



135Sustainable Entrepreneurial Universities in Higher Education

triple helix 12 (2026) 125–172

fundamentally from those of research-intensive universities. Given these dis-
tinct roles, UASs were excluded from this study to maintain an analytical focus 
on research-intensive universities.

Beyond institutional governance, Finnish research-intensive universities  
operate within a national regulatory framework, where government decrees 
establish: 1) Degree classifications and degree-awarding authority; 2) Objectives 
of degrees at bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral levels; 3) Study structures, 
including credit and curriculum requirements; and 4) Other essential aca-
demic provisions for ensuring educational quality and consistency.

Among Finland’s 14 research-intensive universities, this study focuses on the 
13 universities operating under the MEC’s framework, excluding the National 
Defence University, which falls under the Ministry of Defence (MEC, 2025). 
Although MEC-governed universities share a common legal framework, their 
institutional profiles vary, shaped by regional contexts, historical trajectories, 
disciplinary orientations, and strategic priorities.

Finnish universities fall into two legal categories – public and foundation 
universities – which differ in governance and financial autonomy. Public uni-
versities are governed by public law, while foundation universities operate as 
private foundations under private law. The latter is a relatively recent develop-
ment in Finnish higher education, with only two such institutions established 
in the past two decades (Poutanen et al., 2020).

The primary differences between the two categories pertain to internal gov-
ernance structures and funding practices. Foundation universities are governed 
by boards with significant representation from business and societal stake-
holders and are designed to seek external funding actively. In contrast, public 
universities maintain a stronger link to the state  – both in decision-making 
and funding – and continue Finland’s traditional higher education governance 
model. However, public universities also incorporate external perspectives, as 
at least 40% of their board members must come from outside the university 
community, including representatives from industry, government, and other 
societal sectors (Poutanen et al., 2020). Despite these structural differences, 
public and foundation universities are subject to national oversight, primar-
ily through a performance-based funding model (Pinheiro et al., 2019), which 
allocates resources based on quantitative and qualitative indicators aligned 
with national education and research priorities.

Sample selection. In selecting Finnish HEIs for analysis, we focused on 
capturing a diverse representation of the 13 universities operating under 
the MEC to examine institutional convergence and the applicability of the 
SEU framework. Hence, we purposefully selected six universities through a  
three-step process.
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First, we conducted a system mapping to identify all MEC-governed universi-
ties, ensuring comprehensive institutional representation. Second, we assessed 
for institutional diversity based on several factors, including geographic dis-
tribution (central, southern, eastern, and northern Finland), enrolment rates 
(students vs faculty), governance models (public vs foundation universities), 
historical development (traditional vs recently merged institutions), and disci-
plinary strengths (e.g., multidisciplinary, technology, business, social sciences). 
The selection process was informed by data from annual reports and official 
websites, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of each institution’s pro-
file. Further details on the sample universities are provided in Table 1.

Finally, the study included expert consultation with Finnish higher educa-
tion scholars to validate the selection and ensure it aligned with the research 
objectives. This structured approach ensured that the selected universities rep-
resent a diverse yet comparable set of institutions for analysing institutional 
convergence and the applicability of the SEU framework, without constraining 
them to any specific institutional models. This allowed us to conduct a more 
unbiased analysis, based solely on institutional profiles. The selected universi-
ties are as follows:

University of Helsinki. Founded in 1640, it is the oldest and largest university 
in Finland. Based in Helsinki, the capital’s metropolitan area, it emphasises a 
multidisciplinary approach to addressing global societal challenges across a 
wide range of disciplines (University of Helsinki, 2023a).

Tampere University. Located in Tampere, Finland’s second-largest urban 
area, the university was established in 2019 through the merger of the 
University of Tampere and Tampere University of Technology. It has a strong 
focus on multidisciplinary research and innovation. It is important to note that 
Tampere UAS is a separate institution, but it is part of the broader Tampere 
Universities community, collaborating with Tampere University in various aca-
demic and research initiatives (Tampere Universities, 2023).

University of Eastern Finland. Operating across two campuses in Kuopio 
and Joensuu, this institution was formed in 2010 by merging universities 
named after these cities. The university aims to foster a multidisciplinary, par-
ticipatory, and international research community, with faculties spanning phi-
losophy, social sciences, health, science, forestry and technology (University of 
Eastern Finland, n.d.).

University of Turku. Founded in 1920, it is the third-largest university in 
Finland in terms of student population. Located in southwestern Finland, with 
campuses in Turku, Pori, and Rauma, it focuses on high-quality multidisci-
plinary research and active engagement in regional development (University 
of Turku, n.d.).
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University of Lapland. The University of Lapland is a small but unique insti-
tution in northern Finland. As the northernmost university in the European 
Union, it plays a pivotal role as an Arctic university, dedicated to generating 
new knowledge, skills and expertise for the North and beyond (University of 
Lapland, n.d.).

Aalto University. A globally recognised multidisciplinary university, Aalto 
University is in Espoo, Finland. Established in 2010 through the merger of 
three prestigious institutions – Helsinki University of Technology, the Helsinki 
School of Economics, and the University of Art and Design Helsinki – it is com-
mitted to producing high-quality research while developing breakthrough ini-
tiatives with an entrepreneurial mindset (Aalto University, 2023).

For this paper, these institutions provide a balanced representation of 
research-intensive Finnish universities, allowing for an in-depth examination 
of institutional convergence and the SEU framework applicability through a 
detailed analysis of their strategic documents.

3.3	 Document Analysis
Following an exploratory desk-based review of the sample universities, we 
employed document analysis as our primary data collection method (Bowen, 
2009), focusing on the strategic plans of the sample universities. This approach 
aligns with established practices in higher education research (Bohnsack et al., 
2010; Fumasoli & Huisman, 2013; Morphew et al., 2018). Moreover, the deci-
sion to use strategic plans as a data source was grounded in the naturalistic 
qualitative approach adopted in this study, recognising these documents as 
rich data sources for understanding institutional priorities, values, and mis-
sions (Cardno, 2018). However, it is important to emphasise that while we 
utilised annual reports to select and describe the sample universities, these 
were not included in the in-depth systematic document analysis. This is 
because our aim was not to examine outcomes or actions but to focus on 
the institutional aspirations related to the IT, EU, and SEU models across the  
sample universities.

Document analysis involves systematically examining documents to extract 
meaning and insights, which has been recognised as a valuable research 
method in various fields, including those influenced by internal and exter-
nal policy decisions such as education (O’Leary & Hunt, 2014). The validity of 
using strategic plans as a data source is supported by their official nature, wide 
distribution across organisations, and grounding in social sciences research 
(Hinton, 2012). Unlike other qualitative methods, such as interviews and writ-
ten survey replies, document analysis is non-reactive, meaning the data remains 
unaltered by the research process (Bowen, 2009). It is also cost-effective and 
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enables the examination of past and present strategic directions without the 
constraints of direct data collection from individuals (Cardno, 2018).

Furthermore, examining universities’ aspirations provides a valuable foun-
dation for understanding institutional evolution, particularly in emerging 
models like the SEU, where strategic positioning may still be in an aspirational 
phase. We acknowledge that relying solely on strategic plans has limitations. 
These limitations include potential gaps between stated intentions and actual 
practices (Morphew & Hartley, 2006), as well as complications arising from 
faculty resistance to hierarchical planning processes (Kezar, 2001).

While remaining cognisant of the method’s limitations, as summarised in 
Appendix I, we could derive insights into the strategic priorities of the sam-
ple universities by systematically analysing these documents, including their 
content, language use, and production context. As such, we maintain that this 
research methodology provides valuable insights into institutional strategic 
foci. As Saunders and Sin (2015) argue, strategic plans, despite their limita-
tions, offer a window into how institutions conceptualise and prioritise their 
goals. The strengths and limitations of this approach are further discussed in 
section 8. Strengths and Limitations.

To obtain the strategic plans, we accessed the official websites of the sam-
ple universities and downloaded the relevant documents. All strategic plans 
examined were publicly available, ensuring transparency and replicability in 
our approach. While variations in website structure and document accessibil-
ity affect ease of retrieval, such variability is a common challenge in document 
analysis of universities (Feixas & Zellweger, 2010).

3.4	 Positionality
As authors of this study, we recognise the importance of acknowledging our 
positionality in this research. We are a diverse group of early-career research-
ers from various regions of the world, including Europe (Italy, Poland, and 
Spain), Latin America (Brazil and El Salvador), Southeast Asia (Indonesia), 
and Africa (South Africa). Our diverse experiences and perspectives may influ-
ence how we approach and interpret the data, particularly in areas such as 
entrepreneurship and sustainability, which are inherently subjective and 
context-dependent, and we acknowledge that this may affect the findings and 
their implications.

4	 Analysis

We implemented a systematic and collaborative document and content 
analysis approach to ensure methodological rigour and trustworthiness. A 
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structured coding scheme based on Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework 
served as the theoretical foundation for identifying the strategic aspirations of 
the sample universities.

The coding process followed a deductive approach, guided by the pre-
defined dimension-categories, missions, and university models outlined in the 
SEU framework (see Table 2). Using Atlas.ti software over the course of a week, 
we systematically categorised statements from the case universities’ strate-
gic plans into three layers: 1) A “Mission-Level Coding” where text excerpts 
were marked under a particular mission of the SEU framework (e.g., research, 
societal engagement, teaching); 2) a “Dimension-Level Coding” where state-
ments were assigned to a specific dimension-category of the SEU framework 
(e.g., teaching location, direction of research, university-society link); and 3) a 
“University Model Classification” where each coded statement was linked to 
one of the three university models (IT, EU, or SEU).

However, not all relevant statements across strategic plans fit within the 
predefined dimensions of the SEU framework. In such instances, excerpts 
were coded as “unclassified” to capture content that did not align with exist-
ing dimension-categories but still held potential relevance for further analysis. 
Some of these unclassified excerpts were used to refine and augment the SEU 
framework, as discussed in section 6.2. The Need for Additional Dimensions 
Beyond the Initial SEU Framework.

To enhance reliability and validity, four groups of researchers, each con-
sisting of two to three members, collaboratively conducted the coding. 
Researchers within the same group reviewed each strategic plan at least twice 
to ensure consistency and accuracy in identifying relevant excerpts. A hybrid 
approach accommodated logistical constraints, with some groups meeting in 
person and others collaborating via online platforms.

Following the coding phase, each group presented their findings in a team 
meeting to ensure transparency, consistency, and alignment across groups. To 
facilitate these discussions, each group prepared a comprehensive report doc-
umenting key text excerpts categorised into different dimensions of the SEU 
framework, the corresponding university model, and any other “unclassified” 
excerpts, allowing for further reflection on potential emerging dimensions. 
This presentation approach, though time-consuming, significantly contrib-
uted to the trustworthiness of the results by fostering critical discussions and 
validating findings across all groups.

Table 2 below presents an example of the deductive content analysis of the 
University of Helsinki strategic plan coded based on the SEU framework’s mis-
sions, dimensions, and university models.
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Table 2	 Examples of the deductive content analysis of the University of Helsinki’s strategic plan

University 
Strategic Plan

University 
Model

Mission Dimension –  
Category

Excerpt

University of 
Helsinki

IT Research Direction of 
Research

“[...] we will nurture curios-
ity that is focused on basic 
research and promote the 
inherent value and knowledge 
capital generated by such 
research [...].”

Knowledge 
Mission

“Our strength lies in the con-
tinuous progress of scientific 
thought, ensuring high-quality 
research, international impact, 
and esteemed expertise.”

Org. & Adm.  
for Achieving 
the Missions

Mindset “Universities have a crucial 
duty to defend democracy, 
the foundation for academic 
freedom.”

EU Research Direction of 
Research

“Our multidisciplinary 
University will develop oppor-
tunities for interdisciplinary 
collaboration.”

Societal 
engagement

University-
Society Link

“We will meet the knowledge 
needs of our stakeholders to 
solve societal issues. Open 
research and partnerships 
yield wide-ranging added 
value.”

Stakeholders “Expanding science com-
munication will significantly 
improve scientific literacy and 
analytical thinking.”

Technology &  
Innovation 
Transfer 
Industry

“With science education and 
communication, we will share 
scientific thought beyond 
the university, as knowledge 
belongs to everyone.”
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University 
Strategic Plan

University 
Model

Mission Dimension –  
Category

Excerpt

Teaching Teaching 
Location

“During the strategy period, we 
will reinforce the link between 
research and teaching at all 
levels.”

SEU Research Direction of 
Research

“The key challenges of mitigat-
ing climate change, preserving 
biodiversity, using natural 
resources sustainably, safe-
guarding health and wellbe-
ing, and maintaining social 
cohesion can be addressed by 
making use of the comprehen-
sive research-based knowledge 
produced by the University.”

Knowledge 
Mission

“Open science and open-access 
data will promote the develop-
ment of research and make 
research-based knowledge 
available throughout society.”

Societal 
Engagement

University-
Society Link

“Sustainability and respon-
sibility will guide all our 
operations. Our research 
and teaching will enhance 
sustainable wellbeing through 
interaction with the surround-
ing society.”

Stakeholders “We will advance interaction 
with our alumni in order to 
boost public awareness of 
the University and to bolster 
public engagement.”

Org. & Adm.  
for Achieving 
the Missions

Mindset “We will promote responsibil-
ity and sustainability not only 
in research and teaching but 
also in every choice we make.”

Table 2	 Examples of the deductive content analysis (cont.)
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University 
Strategic Plan

University 
Model

Mission Dimension –  
Category

Excerpt

Source of 
University 
Administration

“We will operate in accordance 
with our values and promote 
an open operating model and 
low hierarchy so that the best 
ideas will have the opportunity 
to shine regardless of who 
presents them.”

Perception of 
Funding

“We will manage our assets 
carefully through long-term 
investments to secure respon-
sible returns over time.

Teaching Teaching 
Location

“We will offer opportunities 
in continuous learning to not 
only our degree students.”

Table 2	 Examples of the deductive content analysis (cont.)

5	 Findings

The varying degrees of alignment with the models described by Cai and 
Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework across the strategic plans of the universities 
analysed are presented in this section. The presence and predominance of the 
university models can be gauged by the frequency of excerpts identified in 
each strategic plan. The different configurations in which the university mod-
els are combined can also be perceived by the dimension-categories in which 
they are apparent.

5.1	 University of Helsinki
The University of Helsinki’s 2021–2030 strategy, With the Power of Knowledge – 
For the World (University of Helsinki, 2021), closely aligns with the SEU model 
while incorporating substantial elements of the EU and IT models.

Our analysis identified 39 excerpts associated with the SEU model, par-
ticularly in the university-society link (9), knowledge mission (8), mindset (7),  
teaching location (5), direction of research (5), perception of funding (2), 
stakeholders (2), and source of university administration (1) dimensions. For 
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instance, the university emphasises sustainability in the university-society link: 
“Sustainability and responsibility will guide all our operations. Our research 
and teaching will enhance sustainable well-being through interaction with the 
surrounding society.” The knowledge mission highlights accessibility: “Open 
science and open-access data will promote the development of research and 
make research-based knowledge available throughout society.”

Ethical considerations across all institutional decisions are also cen-
tral to the mindset dimension: “We will promote responsibility and sustain-
ability not only in research and teaching but also in every choice we make.” 
Similarly, the direction of research underscores interdisciplinary approaches: 
“The key challenges of mitigating climate change, preserving biodiversity, 
using natural resources sustainably, safeguarding health and well-being, and 
maintaining social cohesion can be addressed by making use of the compre-
hensive research-based knowledge produced by the University.” Lastly, the 
perception of funding stresses long-term sustainability: “We will manage our 
assets carefully through long-term investments to secure responsible returns  
over time.”

The EU model appears in 16 excerpts, covering the university-society link 
(5), direction of research (4), stakeholders (3), teaching location (2), and tech-
nology and innovation transfer industry (2) dimensions. For example, in the 
university-society link, collaboration is emphasised: “We will meet the knowl-
edge needs of our stakeholders to solve societal issues. Open research and 
partnerships yield wide-ranging added value.” The direction of research pro-
motes innovation: “We nurture curiosity-driven basic research and the knowl-
edge capital it generates.” Science communication is a focus in the stakeholders 
dimension: “Expanding science communication will significantly improve 
scientific literacy and analytical thinking.” Strengthening the connection 
between research and teaching is also central to the teaching location dimen-
sion: “During the strategy period, we will reinforce the link between research 
and teaching at all levels.” Finally, the technology and innovation transfer indus-
try dimension highlights the export of scientific knowledge: “With science 
education and communication, we will share scientific thought beyond the 
university, as knowledge belongs to everyone.”

The IT model, while less prominent, appears in 11 excerpts, mainly in the 
direction of research (5), mindset (3), and knowledge mission (3) dimensions. 
The direction of research emphasises excellence: “Groundbreaking basic 
research, open-minded curiosity, and boundary-crossing cooperation are 
essential for a top academic institution.” The mindset dimension upholds 
academic freedom: “Universities have a crucial duty to defend democracy, 
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the foundation for academic freedom.” The knowledge mission stresses high 
standards: “Our strength lies in the continuous progress of scientific thought, 
ensuring high-quality research, international impact, and esteemed expertise.”

The University of Helsinki’s strategy reflects a strong commitment to sus-
tainability, entrepreneurship, and societal engagement, deeply rooted in the 
SEU model. While the EU model enhances innovation, the IT model reinforces 
research excellence. As Finland’s most prestigious institution, Helsinki bal-
ances its research legacy and a forward-looking vision for societal impact and 
sustainability.

5.2	 Tampere University
Tampere University’s 2023–2030 strategy, We Work Together to Build a Sus
tainable World (Tampere University, n.d.), primarily aligns with the SEU model 
while incorporating elements of the EU model and, to a lesser extent, the IT 
model. This analysis is based on information from the university’s public-facing 
website, particularly the Strategy and Key Information page and the Strategy of 
Tampere University 2030 document (Tampere University, n.d.).

Our study identified 49 excerpts linked to the SEU model, with notable  
mentions across the contribution point (14), stakeholders (9), source of univer-
sity administration (9), teaching location (6), disciplines in organisation (5), 
perception of funding (4), and mindset (2) dimensions. For instance, the con-
tribution point highlights societal engagement: “We are a trusted, respected, 
and visible societal actor. We build and maintain strong partnerships with 
business life, and the public and third sectors.” In this line, stakeholder engage-
ment is also prioritised: “A standardized survey conducted annually gathers 
stakeholders’ views on the university.” Furthermore, sustainability principles 
shape the source of university administration: “The principles of sustainable 
development guide our operations,” and interdisciplinary collaboration is evi-
dent in the disciplines in organisation: “We integrate research and education 
in technology, health, and society to foster sustainability in partnership with  
external actors.”

The EU model is present in 18 excerpts, covering the contribution point (6), 
stakeholders (3), disciplines in organisation (3), mindset (3), source of univer-
sity administration (2), and teaching location (1) dimensions. For example,  
the contribution point underscores innovation: “We renew our operations 
through digitalisation.” Moreover, collaboration within Tampere’s higher 
education community is reflected in disciplines in organisation: “We deepen 
cooperation in education, research, development, and innovation.” The mind-
set dimension fosters creativity: “We inspire inventive and open-minded 
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solutions,” and efficiency is a priority in the source of university adminis-
tration dimension: “We ensure smooth daily operations and empower our  
community members.”

The IT model appears in four excerpts, primarily in the direction of  
research (2) and knowledge mission (2) dimensions. For example, the direc-
tion of research highlights quality impact: “Our research is of high quality and 
impact, and we promote open science,” and the knowledge mission dimension 
sets ambitious academic goals: “We aim to be an internationally esteemed 
research university, an impactful educator, and a strong partner.”

Tampere University’s strategic focus revolves around sustainability, soci-
etal impact, and interdisciplinary collaboration, aligning firmly with the SEU 
model. The EU model strengthens its commitment to innovation and stake-
holder engagement, while the IT model plays a more limited research-focused 
role. This combination positions Tampere as a dynamic institution, actively 
addressing societal challenges and fostering locally and internationally sus-
tainable development.

5.3	 University of Eastern Finland
The University of Eastern Finland’s 2021–2024 strategic plan is structured 
across four documents: 1) Overview of the strategy (University of Eastern 
Finland, 2022); 2) Strategic Programme 1: Research-based understanding 
(University of Eastern Finland, 2023a); 3) Strategic Programme 2: Modern and 
renewal-driven learning (University of Eastern Finland, 2023b); and 4) Strategic 
Programme 3: A Participatory and inclusive academic community (University  
of Eastern Finland, 2023c).

The strategy is positioned between the EU and SEU models, with a more 
substantial alignment toward the SEU model. Some dimensions incorporate 
elements of both models, while no elements distinctly reflect the IT model. 
The SEU model is particularly prominent, with 35 coded excerpts present in the 
dimensions of direction of research (11), contribution point (8), mindset (6), dis-
ciplines in organisation (7), and knowledge-related intention (3). This highlights 
the university’s emphasis on open research policies and regional development.

The direction of research and disciplines in organisation dimensions are evi-
dent in the university’s focus on interdisciplinary, challenge-driven research 
to address global issues. As articulated in Programme 1: “Finding solutions to 
the complex problems of our changing world calls for an ability to think and 
combine things in a novel way. Our interdisciplinary, renewal-driven research 
communities have the ability to respond to global and national challenges in 
a unique way.” The contribution point dimension is reflected in Programme 3, 
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which emphasises inclusivity and regional development: “We are an interna-
tional, diverse, creative, and attractive scientific community that is charac-
terised by open interaction and well-being. Responsibility and sustainability 
guide all our activities.” Also in Programme 3, the mindset dimension is cap-
tured through the university’s focus on academic freedom and participatory 
governance: “We have a clear, goal-oriented, encouraging and incentive career 
model that is supported by proactive and systematic career management.”

The EU model is represented in 22 excerpts, notably in the knowledge 
mission (7), technology and innovation transfer to university (5), direction of 
research (3), stakeholders (3), perception of funding (2), and teaching location 
(2) dimensions. For instance, the direction of research and perception of fund-
ing dimensions are reflected in Programme 1, linking research to competitive 
funding and innovation ecosystems: “We actively recruit high-level experts to 
further advance research activities in our profile areas. Our research environ-
ments and infrastructures cater to the preconditions of high-level research.” 
We can also find the teaching location dimension in Programme 2, underscor-
ing the regional economic integration and internationalisation: “We increase 
the amount of education offered in English and the number of international 
students across all levels of education. We develop measures and procedures 
to promote the employment of our graduates.”

Also in Programme 2, the knowledge mission dimension is emphasised 
through workforce-responsive education and employability: “Development 
of the components of the degrees, and of micro-credentials […] Increasing 
the amount of education that responds to workforce needs.” Lastly, technol-
ogy and innovation transfer, and stakeholders dimensions are both present in 
Programme’s 1 and 2, respectively: “Successful innovation activities and effec-
tive RDI partnerships […] the University of Eastern Finland path for innova-
tion activities” and “Increasingly systematic strengthening of collaboration 
with companies, the public sector, and the third sector.”

The University of Eastern Finland’s strategy integrates elements of both the 
SEU and EU models, with a stronger inclination toward SEU principles. The 
university’s hybrid approach suggests a transitional phase toward a globally 
oriented SEU model while retaining EU-driven regional engagement.

5.4	 University of Turku
The University of Turku’s strategic plan, Target State for 2035 (University of 
Turku, n.d.), demonstrates a strong emphasis on sustainability, multidisci-
plinary, and stakeholder engagement, reflecting its alignment with the SEU 
model. Our analysis identified 13 excerpts associated with the SEU model, with 
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notable mentions in the university-society link (6), knowledge mission (4), and 
mindset (3) dimensions.

Turku’s strategic plan explicitly integrates sustainability considerations 
across its research and institutional practices, as seen in the knowledge  
mission dimension: “We consider the requirements of both sustainability 
transformation and twin transition in all our activities.” This statement aligns 
with the SEU model’s emphasis on addressing global challenges through sus-
tainable solutions. In the university-society link dimension, Turku also high-
lights the importance of open dialogue with society to ensure societal impact: 
“We work openly in regional, national and international networks and with 
stakeholders. Our collaboration is responsible, reciprocal and goal-oriented. 
We actively contribute research-based knowledge to the public debate.” To a 
lesser extent, the mindset dimension was also evident in the university’s com-
mitment to open science and knowledge dissemination: “An open dialogue, 
both within our community and with the wider society, is of particular impor-
tance to us. Openness supports the production of new knowledge and sharing 
it with society.”

The EU model was also present, with eight coded excerpts, primar-
ily in the university-society link (6) and direction of research (2). Within the 
university-society link dimension, the EU model’s emphasis on applied research 
and innovation evident: “Collaboration with our stakeholders has expanded, 
introducing new research resources and innovations.” The strategic plan also 
highlights the university’s recognition of the research approach to regional 
development: “Our Principles for Responsible Assessment of Research and 
Researchers support the recognition and acknowledgement of broader and 
more diverse success. We advance the graduation of our doctoral researchers 
and support our researchers at all stages of their careers.”

No excerpts aligned with the IT model, suggesting that the University of 
Turku prioritises external engagement and sustainability over a traditionally 
academic or insular institutional approach.

The strategic plan’s predominant SEU alignment underscores Turku’s 
commitment to sustainability and social collaboration. While EU elements 
highlight its applied research initiatives, the absence of the IT model further 
reinforces its emphasis on knowledge production for direct societal impact.

5.5	 University of Lapland
University of Lapland’s strategy, LUC Strategy 2030 (University of Lapland, 
2023b), aligns predominantly with the SEU model, reflecting clear aspira-
tions towards sustainability and entrepreneurship. Our analysis identified 
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19 excerpts linked to the SEU model, compared to only five associated with 
the EU model. In some instances, excerpts could be assigned to both mod-
els, but a clear preference for one was usually discernible. The most frequently 
identified SEU dimensions were mindset (4) and knowledge mission (4), high-
lighting the university’s strong focus on fostering an entrepreneurial and 
sustainability-oriented mindset while prioritising knowledge production for 
societal impact.

The strategic plan explicitly defines the University of Lapland’s mission as 
producing new knowledge and competencies from an Arctic perspective to 
ensure the region’s long-term viability: “Our mission is to produce new knowl-
edge and competence from the Arctic perspective so that life in the Arctic can 
continue to thrive in the future.” This statement aligns with the SEU model’s 
knowledge mission dimension, which emphasises research addressing societal 
challenges. Additionally, the university’s thematic focus on Arctic research 
aligns with the SEU model’s direction of research (3) dimension, as it seeks to 
leverage global networks for strategic objectives: “… we strive to ensure pros-
perity and well-being in this area as both individuals and communities are 
encouraged to take responsibility, and our global networks focused on Arctic 
issues are harnessed to benefit our strategic aims.”

Beyond mindset, and knowledge mission, the SEU model was also reflected 
across multiple other dimensions: university-society link (2), teaching loca-
tion (1), disciplines in organisation (1), contribution point (1), knowledge-related 
intention (1), stakeholders (1), and technology and innovation transfer to industry 
(1). For instance, in the university-society link and stakeholders dimensions, the 
university emphasises stakeholder collaboration: “The University of Lapland 
community operates in an ecologically, socially and economically sustainable 
manner in constant dialogue with our stakeholders and partners.”

The EU model was less represented, yet present across several dimensions: 
the direction of research (2), contribution point (1), teaching location (1), and 
disciplines in organisation (1). For example, in the direction of research and 
teaching location dimensions, the strategic plan highlights the importance 
of digitalisation for the production of knowledge and student’s learning: “We 
offer our students an inspiring learning environment characterized by digital 
solutions, connections to working life and the economy, and participation 
in research and education networks.” Furthermore, in the disciplines in the 
organisation dimension, the EU model is evident in the university’s focus on 
specialised areas in the country, such as sustainable tourism and future ser-
vices: “Particular focus on global Arctic responsibility, sustainable tourism, 
future services, and reachability.”
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No excerpts indicated alignment with the IT model, suggesting that the 
University of Lapland prioritises societal engagement, innovation and sustain-
ability over traditional academic structures. This conclusion is reinforced by 
the university’s thematic emphasis on Arctic research, a field deeply invested 
in driving positive environmental and societal impact in the country.

5.6	 Aalto University
Aalto University’s strategy, We Shape Sustainable Future (Aalto University, 
2023), also aligns primarily with the SEU model, emphasising sustainability, 
entrepreneurship, and societal engagement. Our analysis identified 19 excerpts 
linked to the SEU model, moderately outnumbering the 13 excerpts associated 
with the EU model. While some excerpts fit both models, a clear preference for 
the SEU model emerged. The most frequently identified SEU dimensions were 
mindset (8) and university-society link (8), reflecting the university’s commit-
ment to fostering an entrepreneurial mindset and strengthening partnerships 
beyond academia. Other dimensions supporting the SEU model included 
contribution point (4), direction of research (4), disciplines in organisation (4), 
stakeholders (2), technology and innovation transfer (2), teaching location (1), 
knowledge mission (1), and knowledge-related intention (1).

The strategic plan underscores Aalto’s aspirations to shaping a sustain-
able future through research and education, emphasising an entrepreneurial 
mindset: “Aalto University’s purpose is to shape a sustainable future [….] We 
spark the game changers of tomorrow, and renew society with research-based 
knowledge, creativity and an entrepreneurial mindset.” Aalto’s commitment to 
collaboration and impact is also explicitly stated: “We create impact by becom-
ing a prominent node in global networks. We invite our entire community – 
faculty, staff, students, alumni, and partners – to join and build an innovation, 
creative, and entrepreneurial ecosystem.” Among the less frequent dimen-
sions, the contribution point focuses on investments for successful institutional 
and personal developments: “We enable our success by investing in our com-
munity and people, infrastructures, campus, and services.”

The EU model was also present, with teaching location (3) being the most 
frequently occurring dimension. Other EU model dimensions included: direc-
tion of research (2), mindset (2), stakeholders (2), disciplines in organisation (1), 
source of university administration (1), university-society link (1), and contribu-
tion point (1). Aalto’s emphasis on teaching location is evident on its mentions 
to campus infrastructure as a hub for entrepreneurship: “Our campus has rap-
idly grown into a world-class collaboration hub and meeting place, and we 
have transformed into one of Europe’s most international universities.” In the 
direction of research (2) dimension, the EU model is reflected in Aalto’s applied 
research and innovation approach: “We offer solutions to the most pressing 
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societal challenges by combining cutting-edge science with design expertise 
and business thinking.”

The IT model appeared less frequently, with only two excerpts, but was nota-
ble in the research direction (1) and teaching location (1) dimensions. A stronger 
alignment with the IT model is found in Aalto’s emphasis on academic excel-
lence: “We do high-quality research, excelling and making breakthroughs in 
and across science, art, technology, and business.” This reflects the university’s 
dedication to maintaining rigorous academic standards, a hallmark of the  
IT model.

Aalto University’s strategic plan demonstrates adaptability by incorporat-
ing elements from multiple models. Its dominant SEU alignment underscores 
a commitment to entrepreneurship, sustainability, and societal impact, while 
EU elements highlight the university’s focus on applied research and innova-
tion. The IT model’s presence, though limited, reinforces its academic rigour. 
This blended approach positions Aalto University as a dynamic institution 
addressing modern educational and societal challenges.

5.7	 General Overview
In general, the analysis of the strategic plans across the six universities reveals 
distinct trends regarding the presence of the three university models (see 
Table 3). While present in the aspirations of a few universities, the IT model 
has a notably limited influence, appearing most prominently in the strategic 
plans of the University of Helsinki, Tampere University, and Aalto University. 
The IT ’s is mainly confined to research-related dimensions, such as direction 
of research, or to specific institutional aspirations and teaching location, espe-
cially for those universities that focus predominantly on on-campus educa-
tion. As for the EU and SEU models, both were widely represented across all 
sample universities, with the SEU model being the most prevalent.

The SEU model dimensions varied significantly across universities, as shown 
in Table 3. For instance, Tampere University stands out with 49 excerpts related 
to the SEU model, particularly in contribution point, stakeholders, and source of 
university administration, underscoring its focus on societal impact and gov-
ernance structures. In contrast, the University of Turku and the University 
of Lapland have fewer SEU excerpts, emphasising university-society link and 
knowledge mission. The EU model dimensions also show variation: universities 
like the University of Eastern Finland and Aalto University emphasise knowl-
edge mission and technology and innovation transfer, while the University of 
Lapland provides minimal references to the EU model. Though not as central 
in most universities, the IT model remains an important aspect in the direc-
tion of research and mindset dimensions at the University of Helsinki and  
Aalto University.
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Table 3	 General overview of the total & dimension specific university strategy excerpts by model

University Model Total  
Excerpts

Dimensions (number of excerpts)

University of 
Helsinki

SEU 39 University-Society Link (9); Knowledge Mission (8); 
Mindset (7); Teaching Location (5); Direction of 
Research (5); Perception of Funding (2); Stakeholders 
(2); Source of University Administration (1)

EU 16 University-Society Link  (5); Direction of Research (4); 
Stakeholders (3); Teaching Location (2); Technology 
and Innovation Transfer Industry (2)

IT 11 Direction of Research (5); Mindset (3); Knowledge 
Mission (3)

Tampere 
University

SEU 49 Contribution Point (14); Stakeholders (9); Source of 
University Administration (9); Teaching Location (6); 
Disciplines in Organisation (5); Perception of Funding 
(4); Mindset (2)

EU 18 Contribution Point (6); Stakeholders (3); Disciplines 
in Organisation (3); Mindset (3); Source of University 
Administration (2); Teaching Location (1)

IT 4 Direction of Research (2); Knowledge Mission (2)
University of 
Eastern Finland

SEU 35 Direction of Research (11); Contribution Point 
(8); Mindset (6); Disciplines in Organisation (7); 
Knowledge-Related Intention (3)

EU 22 Knowledge Mission (7); Technology and Innovation 
Transfer to University (5); Direction of Research (3); 
Stakeholders (3); Perception of Funding (2); Teaching 
Location (2)

IT 0
University of 
Turku

SEU 13 University-Society Link (6); Knowledge Mission (4); 
Mindset (3)

EU 8 University-Society Link (6); Direction Research (2)
IT 0

Lapland 
University

SEU 19 Mindset (4); Knowledge Mission (4); Direction of 
Research (3); University-Society Link (2); Teaching 
Location (1); Disciplines in Organisation (1); 
Contribution Point (1); Knowledge-Related Intention 
(1); Stakeholders (1); Technology and Innovation 
Transfer to Industry (1)



155Sustainable Entrepreneurial Universities in Higher Education

triple helix 12 (2026) 125–172

University Model Total  
Excerpts

Dimensions (number of excerpts)

EU 5 Direction of Research (2); Contribution Point (1); 
Teaching location (1); Disciplines in Organisation (1)

IT 0
Aalto  
University

SEU 35 Mindset (8); University-Society Link (8); Contribution 
Point (4); Direction of Research (4); Disciplines 
in Organisation (4); Stakeholders (2); Technology 
and Innovation Transfer (2); Teaching Location (1); 
Knowledge Mission (1); Knowledge-Related  
Intention (1)

EU 13 Teaching Location (3); Direction of Research 
(2); Mindset (2); Stakeholder (2); Disciplines in 
Organisation (1); Source of University Administration 
(1); University-Society Link (1); Contribution Point (1)

IT 2 Research Direction (1); Teaching Location (1)

Table 3	 General overview of the total & dimension university strategy (cont.)

This general overview underscores the diverse ways the SEU, EU, and IT 
models intersect across research-intensive Finnish universities operating 
under the MEC. As indicated in Table 3, the SEU model remains dominant, 
but each university seems to adapt their strategies according to its unique 
priorities and strategic vision. The variations in SEU dimensions highlight 
different emphases on societal impact, governance, and research. Notably, 
all strategic plans included elements that extend beyond the original SEU 
framework, which are discussed next. These findings set the stage for the fol-
lowing discussion, exploring how these insights can contribute to refining 
the SEU framework and their broader implications for research and policy in  
higher education.

6	 Discussion

In this section, we discuss our study’s findings, focusing on the coded excerpts 
within the SEU model, the aspirational variations observed across the sample 
universities, and the need to consider additional dimensions and operational-
ising indicators beyond those in the SEU framework.



156 pina-cardona et al.

triple helix 12 (2026) 125–172

6.1	 Variations in Emphasis and Priorities within the SEU model
Through our analysis of the strategic plans of the six sample universities, we 
observed similar emphases and priorities based on the SEU framework. All six 
universities exhibit diverse yet similar strategic orientations towards the SEU 
model, corroborating Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework applicability in 
analysing university strategies. This framework provided insights into how the 
sample universities present institutional aspirations based on the SEU frame-
work’s parameters. However, the ambiguity surrounding aspirations and how 
universities align with the SEU model raises an important question: does this 
alignment indicate a genuine transformation of a university in a specific direc-
tion, or are they merely adopting new aspirations?

The longstanding gap between strategy and implementation has been 
well-documented and theorised, as has the notion that universities adopt 
change symbolically rather than substantively (Pettigrew, 1987; Rahimnia 
et al., 2009; Routhe, 2016; van den Hende et al., 2022). Strategic plans across 
universities and other institutions may highlight ambitious goals, yet actual 
implementation often diverges due to institutional inertia, resource con-
straints, and external pressures, among other obstacles (Leal Filho et al., 2017; 
Vigfússon, 2021). Some universities meaningfully integrate SEU principles into 
their operations, while others may adopt them primarily to align with policy 
expectations without enacting substantive change. Regardless of the type of 
integration, such aspirations hold symbolic value, which has proven essential 
in driving fundamental strategic change in management processes, particu-
larly within universities during moments of transformation (Johnson, 1990; 
Barlosky, 1995; Subotzky, 2003).

In the pursuit of the SDGs  – both symbolically and in more practical 
terms – sustainability remains a challenge across universities and society due 
to implementation issues and the subjective nature of organisational change 
(Routhe, 2016; Veiga Ávila et al., 2019). Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU frame-
work captures universities’ complex aspirational approaches to entrepre-
neurship, sustainability, and societal engagement. However, it is not without  
limitations.

During the deductive coding process, we encountered strategic plan 
excerpts that did not neatly fit within the predefined dimensions. For instance, 
at the University of Eastern Finland, strategic goals related to implementing 
diverse teaching methods, expanding global reach, and academic responsi-
bilities within extensive university networks raised issues beyond the scope 
of comparing the EU and SEU models. One of the university’s strategy docu-
ments states that, in pursuit of its internationalisation targets, “[The University 
of Eastern Finland’s] actions put their focus in increasing educational 
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collaborations, expanding their offering of international degrees and multilin-
gual pedagogy and pedagogical integration.” These complexities show that uni-
versities operate in a dynamic landscape that requires a more comprehensive  
analytical approach.

As such, enhancing the model demands greater capacity to account for over-
lapping orientations within the same category, suggesting that ideals within 
universities may be less clear-cut than anticipated and require further quali-
tative analysis. Furthermore, our findings revealed that university aspirations 
and specific strategic goals can extended beyond the framework’s predefined 
dimension categories. In the following, we present additional dimensions and 
suggestions to operationalise further existing ones, which we deemed neces-
sary to enhance the framework’s analytical capacity.

6.2	 The Need for Additional Dimensions beyond the Initial  
SEU Framework

The SEU framework identifies four core missions of universities: research, 
societal engagement, organisation and administration for achieving the mis-
sions, and teaching. While these missions remain central to the model, our 
findings revealed additional dimensions not fully captured by the predefined 
dimension-categories within the teaching mission. Hence, we propose three 
new dimensions within the teaching mission: approaches to learning, culture 
and language, and well-being (see Table 4). These additions ensure the contin-
ued relevance and adaptability of the SEU model in addressing contemporary 
challenges in higher education.

Approaches to learning. As a core function of universities, this dimen-
sion examines how pedagogical methods shape student learning experiences. 
The IT model follows a teacher-centred approach, where students are seen as 
disciples; the EU model adopts project-based learning, positioning students 
as entrepreneurial trainees; and the SEU model emphasises problem-based 
learning, where students act as continuous learners (or problem-solvers) and 
networked agents.

A key distinction between the EU and SEU models lies in their approach 
to applied learning. The EU model encourages students to design market-
able solutions, tackling relevant issues with a value-adding perspective. In 
contrast, the SEU model prioritizes students’ responsibilities within collab-
orative groups, ensuring coherence between theoretical concepts and real- 
world applications. Problem-based learning is inherently open-ended and 
demands deeper engagement with stakeholders. As Barron et al. (2014) explain, 
project-based learning focuses on practice and output, whereas problem-based 
learning fosters an understanding of complexity, goals, and contextual 
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purposes. This distinction was evident in the institutional approaches across 
the sample universities.

The University of Turku and the University of Helsinki exemplify problem- 
based learning by integrating research into teaching and fostering a lifelong 
learning philosophy. For example, the strategy plan of University of Turku 
states: “We foster learning, high-quality multidisciplinary research, and educa-
tion based on research. We foresee changes in our operational environment 
and look to the future. As a multidisciplinary institution, we offer a wide range 
of studies in continuous learning.” Similarly, the University of Helsinki rein-
forces this idea: “We will offer opportunities in continuous learning to not only 
just our degree students.” This holistic approach fosters a dynamic learning 
environment where students are encouraged to engage with multiple disci-
plines and participate in lifelong learning opportunities.

Meanwhile, the EU model incorporates a more structured approach to 
learning, often with a stronger emphasis on education, employment, and 
economic needs. The example from the University of Lapland, empha-
sises the importance of providing inspiring learning environments with a 
strong connection to working life and the economy: “We offer our students 
an inspiring learning environment characterised by digital solutions, con-
nections to working life and the economy, and participation in research and  
education networks.”

These approaches highlight the diversity in pedagogical strategies and their 
impact on student development. While the IT model focuses on teacher-led 
instruction, the EU and SEU models emphasize applied learning  – through 
entrepreneurial projects and collaborative problem-solving. Each model 
shapes students’ skills for real-world challenges, ensuring they are prepared to 
adapt to the evolving demands of society and the workforce.

Culture and language. Beyond pedagogical strategies, culture and language 
play a critical role in shaping how students and faculty navigate international 
and cross-sectoral environments. The IT model would primarily frame culture 
and language studies as academic disciplines rooted in the scholarly canon, 
emphasising the preservation and study of established cultural and linguis-
tic traditions. In contrast, the EU model would treat culture and language as 
market-driven competencies, focusing on developing communication skills 
tailored to business’s needs and economic competitiveness. The SEU model, 
however, advances a broader vision, viewing intercultural competence as a 
core component for fostering cooperation within cross-sectoral and interna-
tional teams, preparing students for meaningful engagement in diverse profes-
sional and societal contexts.

This intercultural and linguistic distinction aligns with Deardorff ’s (2008) 
conceptualisation of intercultural competence, which underscores the ability 
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to adapt and communicate effectively across cultures. More broadly, intercul-
tural competence in international higher education has become central to 
fostering intercultural dialogue and equipping students with the skills nec-
essary for global engagement (Deardorff, 2010; Deardorff & Jones, 2022). The 
sample universities explicitly refer to such cultural and linguistic awareness in 
their institutional strategies. For instance, the University of Eastern Finland 
highlights this commitment, stating: “The high standard of research and edu-
cation of our university builds a global future and strengthens the vitality of 
eastern Finland. We foster education and culture by making research-based 
knowledge available to benefit everyone.” Similarly, the University of Turku 
underscores the role of cultural sustainability in fostering well-being, not-
ing: “Communities, groups, and minorities have their cultural memories, 
and understanding them forms the starting point for cultural sustainability  
and well-being.”

These examples demonstrate that, in the SEU model, cultural and linguis-
tic elements are not merely supplemental but integral to institutional strategy 
and student experience, ensuring graduates are prepared to operate in diverse, 
globalised environments.

Well-being. This third dimension has emerged as a distinct and measurable 
priority across the sample universities, shifting from a peripheral concern to a 
strategic institutional focus. In the IT model, the well-being dimension would 
often be unattended, with institutions offering minimal welfare and care to 
students. The EU model, by contrast, would link well-being to institutional 
prestige, treating it as a reputational asset that enhances the university’s mar-
ketability and attractiveness. The SEU model, however, positions well-being as 
a fundamental necessity for fostering a sustainable academic community, inte-
grating it into institutional policies and pedagogical frameworks to promote 
student success and long-term societal well-being.

This shift is reflected by the growing body of research emphasising the con-
nection between student well-being and academic performance (Pascoe et al., 
2020). Furthermore, it aligns with the Inner Development Goals framework, 
which recognises health and well-being as essential for achieving the SDGs 
(Inner Development Goals, n.d.). The emphasis on well-being in the SEU model 
also reinforces its role in continuous learning and problem-solving, ensuring 
students are mentally and physically supported to engage effectively. This is 
especially crucial for navigating the global contexts – both academically and 
professionally – that the SEU model implies.

Institutions such as the University of Lapland exemplify this commitment 
through structured well-being programs designed to support both students 
and staff: “[The university] has a programme promoting well-being and a 
sense of community, aiming to support the everyday well-being of students 
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and staff and to encourage interaction, dialogue and an open operational cul-
ture.” Similarly, the University of Eastern Finland explicitly connects student 
well-being to pedagogical excellence and accessibility, reinforcing the idea that 
well-being is not merely a support function but a core component of effective 
learning environments: “The accessibility of our education, students, learning 
processes of a high pedagogical standard, and student well-being stand at the 
core of our activities and create pedagogical well-being.”

Beyond the university environment, the SEU model extends its well-being 
framework to broader societal engagement. Tampere University, for example, 
positions well-being as part of a larger mission to enhance societal resilience 
and sustainability: “Together with our partners, we are developing solutions to 
improve human health and well-being, societal resilience, and environmen-
tal sustainability.” These institutional strategies illustrate how the SEU model 
moves beyond traditional conceptualisations of well-being, embedding it into 
academic programs and community engagement initiatives to ensure that uni-
versities contribute to individual and collective sustainability.

By incorporating approaches to learning, culture and language, and well- 
being as integral dimensions within the SEU framework, we provide a more 
comprehensive model that reflects the evolving priorities of contemporary 

Table 4	 Proposed additional dimensions beyond the initial SEU framework

Mission Dimension –  
Category

Ivory Tower Entrepreneurial 
University

Sustainable Entrepreneurial 
University

Teaching Approaches  
to Learning

Teacher-centred 
approach; students 
as disciples

Project approach; 
students as entre-
preneurial  
trainees

Problem-based learning; 
students as continuous learn-
ers and problem-solvers and 
networked agents

Culture and 
Language

Culture and lang
uage studies are 
centred on  
scholarly canon

Culture and  
language skills  
are developed for  
better communi
cation with 
markets

Intercultural competencies 
are fostered for cooperation 
in cross-sectorial and inter-
national teams

Well-being Well-being as a 
peripheral concern; 
minimal welfare; 
and pastoral care

Well-being as a 
reputable  
business

Well-being as a necessity for 
a sustainable community
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higher education. The distinctions between the IT, EU, and SEU models  –  
operationalised through specific indicators – clarify how institutions can stra-
tegically adapt to societal changes. These additional dimensions ensure that 
the SEU model remains an effective analytical tool for understanding and guid-
ing the future of higher education. Nevertheless, ensuring the SEU framework 
remains relevant and practical may require the refinement of other indicators 
among the pre-established dimensions used for analysis.

6.3	 Enhancing the SEU Framework: Refining and Augmenting Indicators
The SEU framework already operationalises under a participatory approach, 
mainly through its analytical emphasis on social engagement as a mission and 
respective dimensions, such as stakeholders, the university-society link, and per-
ceptions of funding under the separate mission of organisation and administra-
tion for achieving the missions. However, based on the current indicators, its 
focus centers on perceptions rather than active participation in governance, 
decision-making, and evaluation processes, among other institutional func-
tions (Cai & Ahmad, 2021). This gap is particularly relevant given the increas-
ing emphasis on co-governance and participatory evaluation in sustainable 
higher education (Karahan, 2024).

Among the sample universities’ strategic plans analysed in our study, the 
University of Eastern Finland highlights the importance of “open, inclusive, 
and transparent leadership and decision-making,” reinforcing the role of par-
ticipatory governance in institutional sustainability. Similarly, the University 
of Turku emphasises a “commitment to expanding positive societal impact 
by integrating ecological, economic, social, and cultural dimensions.” These 
examples align with research advocating for stakeholder co-creation in uni-
versity governance and sustainability (Loureiro et al., 2020; Grunwald et al., 
2024; Karahan, 2024).

To better operationalise a participatory approach across the SEU dimen-
sions, we propose the following indicators:

Stakeholder engagement mechanisms. Formal processes that involve stu-
dents, faculty, local communities, and external partners in decision-making 
(Ferrero-Ferrero et al., 2018).

Transparency and co-creation. The extent to which HEIs adopt open gov-
ernance practices and co-develop sustainability strategies with stakeholders 
(Jirapong, 2024).

Impact assessment by diverse actors. Inclusion of non-academic stake-
holders in evaluating institutional performance, as advocated in sustainability 
governance literature (Findler et al., 2019).
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Rather than treating participatory governance as a subset of the stakeholder, 
university society-link, or perceptions of funding dimensions, proposed indica-
tors underscore the participatory governance’s role as a core methodological 
principle within the SEU framework. Overall, universities can better align their 
strategic planning with contemporary sustainability and co-governance trends 
by refining the operationalisation of participatory governance within the SEU 
framework. Adding these new dimensions, along with the proposed refine-
ments to existing ones, is a step toward a more holistic approach to examining 
university strategies. The following sections will explore the broader implica-
tions of these findings and discuss the study’s strengths and limitations.

7	 Implications

The findings of this study have significant practical and social implications, 
offering valuable insights for universities, researchers, and policymakers. By 
verifying and advancing the SEU framework, we provide universities and 
researchers with a tool to evaluate universities’ stances on sustainability and 
innovation. The refined SEU framework, with its additional dimensions and 
recommendations for operationalisation, better captures the diverse stra-
tegic orientations and priorities across Finnish universities operating under 
the MEC. This can empower universities to conduct self-assessments, identify 
areas for further improvement, and develop targeted strategies to enhance 
their overall approach to sustainability.

The implications of this research extend beyond the individual universities 
studied. While there is a significant lack of quantifiable measures for SEU, in 
contrast to the more advanced development of quantitative indicators for the 
EU model, such as HEInnovate and metrics of the EU (Etzkowitz, 2016), these 
existing metrics focus less on the crucial aspect of sustainability emphasised 
in the SEU model. Therefore, a key recommendation for future research is 
the development of metrics for the SEU model, paying particular attention to 
quantitative indicators for the sustainability components.

A tailored metric for SEU could serve as a valuable tool for multiple stake-
holders to assess universities’ sustainability and innovation progress. For 
instance, policymakers and funding agencies could utilise such a metric to 
promote transparency and accountability, guide resource allocation, identify 
best practices, and design initiatives supporting higher education sustainabil-
ity and innovation. Overall, the findings of this study contribute to the broader 
agenda of higher education for sustainable development and the realisation of 
the SDGs (United Nations, 2015).
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8	 Strengths and Limitations

We were motivated to conduct this investigation to provide researchers with a 
tentative application of the SEU framework. To our knowledge, only one other 
study (Karahan, 2024) has applied this framework, focusing on universities in 
Germany. By extending the framework’s application to Finnish universities, 
our study contributes to its broader validation in different national contexts. 
Thus, a key strength of this research is its implementation of a theoretical 
framework within a real-world setting.

Furthermore, our proposed improvements to the SEU framework show 
promise in two key areas. First, we introduce a novel approach to analysing 
universities’ strategic plans. Second, the study evaluates the strengths and 
weaknesses of a recently developed theoretical framework (Cai & Ahmad, 
2021). Doing so, contributes to ongoing discussions around sustainability, inno-
vation, and entrepreneurship in higher education (Pique et al., 2024).

Nevertheless, the current study underscores specific limitations that war-
rant acknowledgement. Notably, the study’s sample is confined to research- 
intensive Finnish universities operating under the MEC, potentially constrain-
ing the generalisability of findings beyond universities with similar character-
istics in Finland. Furthermore, Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) SEU framework is still 
in its initial stages, with a limited number of studies having operationalised 
it (Karahan, 2024), implying the need for further cross-cultural adaptation to 
ensure their relevance across diverse contexts. Otherwise, the absence of a 
comparative element in research proposing a conceptual framework can limit 
findings, making it difficult to benchmark or evaluate the significance within a 
broader context (Miles et al., 2014). Therefore, until such developments mate-
rialise, it is essential to interpret the study’s results with caution.

The constraints surrounding our proposed additional dimensions  – 
approaches to learning, language and culture, and well-being – are also particu-
larly significant. While our analysis of the sample universities’ strategies has 
highlighted these dimensions, they have not been extensively addressed in 
Cai and Ahmad’s (2021) or Karahan’s (2024) recent theoretical advancements. 
Moreover, these dimensions stem from the specific strategic plans of the uni-
versities in our sample and may not be present in other institutions. Thus, fur-
ther research is needed to explore whether these emerging dimensions hold 
relevance across different contexts. In this regard, collaborative efforts involv-
ing researchers from multiple countries and regions could help further refine 
the SEU framework, ensuring its global applicability and reliability.

As previously discussed, this study analysed university aspirations through 
strategic plans, which may not fully reflect institutional initiatives and 
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outcomes. Future research should broaden its scope by examining a larger 
sample of universities, accounting for regional and institutional differences, 
and employing multi-case studies with diverse data collection methods. 
Triangulating data from strategic plans, annual reports, key performance indi-
cators, and direct communication with university officials would offer a more 
comprehensive understanding of how institutions align with the SEU and 
other university models.

9	 Conclusion

This study contributes to the discourse on the sustainable development of 
higher education by analysing the strategic plans from six Finnish research-
intensive universities operating under the MEC, and building upon the theo-
retical foundations of the SEU framework. The findings offer valuable insights 
into the alignment between sustainability and the entrepreneurial orienta-
tions within these institutions, demonstrating the framework’s applicability in 
examining institutional convergence across the sample universities.

However, we acknowledge the need for continued application and refine-
ment of the SEU framework to effectively capture the unique characteristics 
of sustainable entrepreneurship in other countries and institutional contexts. 
Further studies operationalising the SEU framework could open avenues 
for its expansion, as well as for broader institutional and societal impact. 
Additionally, there is a clear need for more practical approaches that foster 
transparency and accountability. We encouraged the development of metrics 
beyond entrepreneurial approaches, incorporating specific indicators for uni-
versities to assess their sustainability and innovation progress and potential.

Though higher education for sustainable development has a long way 
to go, this study helps bring universities closer to transforming the abstract 
concept of sustainable development into tangible action. By embracing the 
ever-evolving relationship between academia, society, and sustainable prog-
ress, we move closer to creating an inclusive future for all individuals and 
communities.
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