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Abstract

This thematic issue of Social Inclusion focuses on universities as inclusive organisations in a variety of different countries
and higher education (HE) systems. It explores how these institutions aim, succeed or fail to become inclusive organisa-
tions, what policies and processes help achieve these goals and how academics and students can become agents of change
through inclusive teaching and research cultures. The contributions in this thematic issue point to the multi-level as well
as multi-faceted challenges and characteristics of inclusion in HE in general and in universities in particular, based on both
student and academic points of view. They offer innovative conceptual ways of thinking as well as measuring inclusion.
Further, they point out the importance of context in understanding the challenges of achieving equality and inclusion in
universities through country-specific as well as cross-country comparisons of various aspects of diversity and inclusivity.
We hope this thematic issue will inspire theoretical thinking, support practitioners and encourage policy-making about

more responsible ways of defining and fostering inclusive universities in a globalised world.
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1. Introduction and Context

This thematic issue of Social Inclusion focuses on uni-
versities as inclusive organisations in a variety of dif-
ferent countries and higher education (HE) systems.
Why did we choose this theme? In the context of the
UN Sustainable Development Goals, growing inequalities
in the world (Lamont et al., 2016), as well as the increas-
ing digitalisation of our societies, the idea of an inclusive
university becomes more pertinent. However, we know
comparatively little about what an inclusive university
means, what characteristics it has and what role it plays
in a globalised society (Powell & Pfahl, 2018; Stewart &
Valian, 2018).

Models of universities such as the world-class univer-
sity and entrepreneurial university have permeated HE
discourses and practices (Clark, 1998; Deem et al., 2008;

Etzkowitz & Zhou, 2008; Marginson, 2017). Other stud-
ies have explored diversity management approaches in
universities (Plummer, 2003). However, there has been
little in-depth investigation of what is meant and what
role is played by an inclusive university where various
types of diversity are celebrated and supported without
discrimination or stigmatisation, enabling opportunities
for all. Who is included makes a difference too, as recent
studies of black and ethnic minority students in countries
like South Africa reveal, with high student fees and colo-
nial curricula causing many problems (Ashwin & Case,
2018). Furthermore, studying inclusion in HE should refer
to both students and staff.

There is an atomisation of studies dealing with
various aspects of diversity and discrimination in HE.
Studies exploring various aspects of diversity usually
focus on one aspect, like gender or race (Bhopal, 2016;
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LeiSyté & Hosch-Dayican, 2014; Morley & Crossouard,
2016; van den Brink & Benschop, 2014; Winchester &
Browning, 2015), although intersectionality is increas-
ingly discussed in gender studies (Deem, 2018a). There
has also been little research in relation to why funded
comparative project outcomes aimed at reducing forms
of inequality in HE are not sustained in the longer term
(Deem, 2018b) and why policies and efforts to promote
gender equality do not always lead to the intended
effects (LeiSyteé, 2019; Tzanakou, 2019; Tzanakou &
Pearce, 2019).

Another focus is about migrant and refugee students’
access to HE and their degree outcomes (Jungblut &
Pietliewicz, 2017). Such research has also drawn more
attention to ethnicity and race (Arday & Mirza, 2018).
Increasingly, intersectionality literature has pointed out
the complexity of which combination of groups are
included or excluded from HE. Disability studies have
also emphasised approaches such as Universal Design of
Education at universities (Powell & Pfahl, 2018).

The focus of some studies has included both HE stu-
dents and staff. Nonetheless, they are limited to under-
graduate students (rather than masters or doctoral candi-
dates) or academic staff (rather than administrative staff).
Studies about migrant students, disabled staff, students
and staff from different religious groups, LGBTQ staff
and students and students from disadvantaged socio-
economic backgrounds have been slower to emerge.

What does it mean to be an inclusive university?
There is no widely accepted definition of inclusion in
HE (Krischler et al., 2019). The university has tradition-
ally been an institution for the elites—an ‘ivory tower’
In the context of massification and universal HE, universi-
ties have been redefined as needing to be more inclusive.
At the same time, the pressures for institutional posi-
tioning and competition via rankings have reproduced
elitism in the form of flagship research universities versus
universities of applied sciences or community colleges
(Mergner et al., 2019). Nevertheless, technological devel-
opments, like digitalisation, big data, and artificial intel-
ligence, potentially enable us to consider overcoming
some types of exclusion in a university environment,
even if simultaneously creating ethical issues and schisms
among students and staff (Rubel & Jones, 2016).

This thematic issue focuses especially on universities
as organisations and how they aim, succeed or fail to
become inclusive organisations, what policies and pro-
cesses help achieve these goals and how academics and
students can become agents of change through inclusive
teaching and research cultures.

2. Overview of Contributions

The thematic issue offers interesting conceptual lenses
for studying inclusion in HE. McArthur (2021) drawing on
a critical theory approach and using a plural notion of
recognition, argues that change towards an inclusive uni-
versity should go beyond individual activities and focus

on groups and identities and embrace holistic and trans-
formative change. Based on empirical evidence from the
UK, Wren Butler (2021) proposes the framework of legi-
bility zones, highlighting the complex dynamics of unbe-
longing in HE to better understand the challenges that
universities face in their inclusion projects. In his com-
mentary, Thompson (2021) argues that universities need
to be proactive in ensuring that they become fully and
meaningfully inclusive to play their part in addressing
the challenges posed by the need for global sustain-
able development.

Two contributions in this thematic issue discuss inclu-
sion in HE at the macro level from a comparative perspec-
tive, drawing on the workings of policies as well as indi-
cators that are helpful to understand inclusion in HE in a
holistic way. Kamanzi et al. (2021) analyse the role of pub-
lic policies in supporting or failing to support more inclu-
sive access to and experience of university in different
massified HE systems. Policy areas explored include guid-
ance systems and educational pathways, status-driven
stratification of institutions, hierarchies of disciplinary
fields and the financing of HE, including tuition fees
where these exist. Meanwhile, Veidemane et al. (2021)
examine how the progress of inclusive HE can be mea-
sured and assessed across different universities and HE
systems. They consider which indicators are the most rel-
evant and helpful in a comparative context.

Articles drawing on comparative research designs
and country-specific contexts report not only student
and academic staff perspectives on inclusivity, but also
reveal to what extent academic career systems can be
more or less inclusive. Resch and Amorim (2021) explore
different formats of intercultural student encounters
among international and local students across six
European countries. Their study shows that formats
embedded in the curriculum are most suited to facili-
tating social network formation, whereas extracurricu-
lar formats tend to be single occasion activities, with-
out follow-up. Pietilad et al. (2021), drawing on national
statistical data about Nordic universities’ academic and
research staff, show national differences across Sweden,
Norway and Finland with a focus on gender and coun-
try of origin, contributing to discussions about gendered
patterns of global academia and social stratification in
Nordic universities.

In specific country contexts, we draw attention to
studies based in Spain, Germany and the Czech Republic.
From the students’ point of view, Gallego-Noche et al.
(2021) show that Spanish university students experience
discrimination particularly based on religion, age, sex
and political ideology, with linguistic minorities, ideology
and migration background standing out as the strongest
predictors. Spanish academics seem to hold rather homo-
geneous views regarding diversity and inclusion in HE as
shown by Pérez-Carbonell et al. (2021). In another study,
Mora et al. (2021) point out that the academic staff stud-
ied drew on wide definitions of inclusivity beyond cogni-
tion, using Universal Design of Learning principles, and
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were supportive of working with heterogeneous groups,
using cooperative methodologies to promote solidarity
and group cohesion and having systematic policies at
institutional level.

In the German HE context, Wilkens et al. (2021)
explore the contribution that digitalisation can make to
the accessibility of HE programmes, particularly for those
who have a disability or experience mental health prob-
lems. The study showed that accessible digital tools and
inclusion-sensitive pedagogy were both vital for equal
participation in HE at a case study university in Germany.
Gruttner et al. (2021) draw on a survey of students and
interviews with staff in German HE institutions, pointing
out the challenges experienced by the refugee students
in transition to HE in preparatory programmes.

Unangst and Martinez Aleman (2021) study the
extent to which the German HE system is tackling its colo-
nial past in the curriculum, teaching programmes and
organisational features of HE institutions. Yet another
contribution from the German HE context, by Bartz and
Kleina (2021), shows the importance of diversity training
in promoting inclusive learning environments.

Finally, Vohlidalova (2021) examines the casualisa-
tion of staff working conditions in the Czech academic
labour market, exploring gender, sectoral, and institu-
tional inequalities, using labour market segmentation
theory. This article points to the importance of tak-
ing into account disciplinary variations when discussing
inequalities and inclusion in HE.

3. Conclusions

The contributions in this thematic issue point to the
multi-level as well as multi-faceted challenges and char-
acteristics of developing and sustaining inclusion in HE in
general and in universities in particular. They offer inno-
vative and conceptual ways of thinking as well as mea-
suring inclusion. Further, they point out the importance
of context in understanding the challenges of achieving
equality and inclusion in universities. Finally, this the-
matic issue draws on the views of both students and staff
to understand the complexities associated with mak-
ing universities more inclusive—from admissions pol-
icy through curriculum change at programme level to
broader organisational development—which helps to
getamore holistic picture of what it means to be aninclu-
sive university. We hope this thematic issue will inspire
theoretical thinking, practitioner engagement and more
sophisticated policy making, in search of more responsi-
ble ways of defining and fostering inclusive universities.
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