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Abstract: While research on universities’ role in sustainability transitions has flourished in recent
years, explorations into the potential of academic internationalization for the promotion of sus-
tainability transitions are still rare. This article aims at contributing to this incipient literature by
emphasizing an underexplored property of international academic networks and transnational aca-
demic cooperation: their potential to break disciplinary and geographical barriers in the global
debates on how transitions towards sustainability can be achieved. When realizing this potential,
international partnerships are able to provide more comprehensive knowledge to inform sustain-
ability transitions while shaping sustainability transitions in various places at the same time. This
article pursues three objectives: First, it introduces the concept of the “global knowledge value chain
on sustainability” and explores its value as a heuristic to understand global knowledge production
relevant for sustainability transitions. Furthermore, it identifies two fragmentations in this chain
resulting from global inequalities and specific dynamics within the global science community. Second,
it confirms empirically the fragmentations of this global knowledge value chain on sustainability.
Third, it provides good practice ideas on how international academic partnerships can overcome
these fragmentations by drawing on the authors’ experience with the international partnership
“trAndeS—Postgraduate Program on Social Inequalities and Sustainable Development in the Andean
Region” carried out by the Institute of Latin American Studies of Freie Universität Berlin and the
Department of Social Sciences of the Pontificia Universidad Católica del Peru (PUCP).

Keywords: academic cooperation; global knowledge value chains; higher education; inequalities;
internationalization; sustainability transitions

1. Introduction

While sustainability studies in general and research on universities’ role in sustainabil-
ity transitions in particular have flourished in recent years, explorations into the potential
of academic internationalization for the promotion of sustainability transitions are still
rare. The incipient literature argues that internationalization can promote sustainability
by diffusing relevant knowledge, facilitating processes of mutual learning, enhancing
intercultural sensitiveness, and allowing the pooling of scarce resources [1,2].

This article aims at contributing to this nascent strand of research by emphasizing a
property of international academic networks and transnational academic cooperation still
underexplored: their ability to reduce disciplinary and geographical barriers in the global
debates on transitions towards sustainability. To make this point, we introduce the concept
of the “global knowledge value chain” related to sustainability and identify at least two
fragmentations in this chain. We then propose a view of universities as knowledge brokers
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enabling the global circulation of different types of sustainability-relevant knowledge by
means of international partnerships.

We argue that this potential is important for the promotion of sustainability because
it is capable of providing a more comprehensive, interdisciplinary, and multi-spatial
knowledge to inform sustainability transitions. As outlined in this article, this type of
knowledge production is particularly important in the face of sustainability problems
linked to globalization. International partnerships can also generate a wider impact by
informing sustainability transitions in various places at the same time, especially in those
places hosting the institutions involved in the partnerships. Last but not least, when
bringing together universities from countries of diverse socio-economic background and
with diverging resources for teaching and research, they can produce significant effects on
higher education systems lacking resources to provide high-quality and internationally
embedded education and research. In addition, they facilitate access to the global debates
on sustainability which in itself can have important spill-over effects by extending curricula
and research agendas of lecturers and researchers.

This article pursues three objectives: First, to introduce the concept of the “global
knowledge value chain on sustainability” and explore its value as a heuristic to understand
global knowledge production relevant for sustainability transitions. Second, to visualize
empirically the fragmentations of this global knowledge value chain on sustainability; and
third, to provide good practice ideas on how international academic partnerships address
these fragmentations and aim at their reduction.

The paper proceeds as follows: First, we present our data and methods (Section 2).
Section 3 summarizes the state of the art and presents our central concepts: the global
knowledge value chain on sustainability and its fragmentations. Subsequently, in Section 4
we discuss empirical evidence on the two fragmentations we have identified: the disci-
plinary and the spatial one. In Section 5, we present some ideas on how international
partnerships of universities may address these fragmentations by fostering interdisci-
plinary social science research on the topic of sustainability and addressing the fragmented
landscape of knowledge production. In this section, we draw on our experience with an
international partnership of the Institute of Latin American Studies of Freie Universität
Berlin and the Department of Social Sciences of the Pontificia Universidad Católica del Peru
(PUCP) entitled “trAndeS—Postgraduate Program on Social Inequalities and Sustainable
Development in the Andean Region”. Section 6 concludes with some final reflections
including public policy recommendations for the Higher Education sector.

2. Data and Methods

We have used different strategies to provide empirical evidence for the argument
of this paper. First, to demonstrate the disciplinary bias in sustainability research we
have conducted a bibliometric study of publications in the Web of Science (WoS) data
base. We searched for English articles published between 2005 and 2020 containing the
terms sustainability or sustainable development. We then used the WoS tools to break
down the overall sample into different disciplines. For our second argument, the spatial
fragmentation of knowledge, we have mapped the publications and/or research projects of
five universities in the Andean region with which we maintain cooperative relations in the
context of our project trAndeS: Universidad de San Martin de Tarapoto, Peru; Universidad
San Antonio de Abad in Cusco, Peru; Universidad de Cuenca, Ecuador; Universidad Mayor
de San Andrés in La Paz, Bolivia; and Universidad Nacional de San Marcos in Lima, Peru.
This selection corresponds to three provincial universities (San Martin, Cusco and Cuenca),
two in Peru, one in Ecuador, and two universities in capital cities: the public universities
Universidad Mayor de San Andrés (UMSA) in La Paz, Bolivia and Universidad Nacional
de San Marcos (UNSM) in Lima, Peru.

Since we had to rely on public information self-reported on the webpages of these
universities, we had to deal with some variation in data quality. In the case of UMSA,
UNSM, and Cuenca, we collected the sustainability related publications of researchers or



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9930 3 of 20

units with which we maintain cooperation: the postgraduate center, Centro de Investi-
gación de Desarrollo (CIDES), at UMSA; the economic and political science department
at UNSM; and the research groups for regional development and space and demography
at Universidad de Cuenca. For the case of San Martin, individual publications were not
available. Instead, we mapped all research projects of academic staff with institutional
or external funding reported on the webpage of the Universidad de San Martin. For the
case of the Universidad San Antonio de Abad de Cusco, neither projects nor individual
publications are reported separately on the website. Instead, we mapped publications in the
following journals: Cambio Climático en los Andes Tropicales, Revista de la Facultad de Derecho
y Ciencias Sociales, El Antoniano, Q’euña, and Ambiente, Comportamiento y Sociedad, from 2010
until 2020, depending on availability. This mapping is not meant to be exhaustive, but to
provide selective evidence for our argument of the spatial knowledge fragmentation. In
Section 3 we rely on descriptive statistics and data generated in the operations of our project
“trAndeS—Postgraduate Program on Social Inequalities and Sustainable Development in
the Andean Region”.

3. State of the Art and Conceptual Framework
3.1. Sustainability and Internationalization in Higher Education

Research has broadly confirmed that universities are, in several ways, important
promoters of sustainability [3]. As an indicator, in recent years sustainability studies
have grown to a differentiated academic field in its own right [4] and universities are
conceived of as “living labs” where sustainability innovations can thrive and be subjected
to testing [5]. Beyond research, universities have been found to promote sustainability
by means of teaching and training [6,7], by introducing sustainability as a guiding cam-
pus principle [8–10] and promoting a sustainable campus management [11–14], and by
organizing outreach activities with external stakeholders such as local communities or city
administrations [15–17]. Regarding the latter, the regional transition literature investigates
when and how universities may be able to shape sustainability transitions at a wider
regional level [18].

More recently, scholars have also started to explore how academic internationaliza-
tion and transnational cooperation among universities contribute to promote sustainabil-
ity [1,2,19]. The literature argues that internationalization can promote sustainability in
different ways: transnational networks provide channels to diffuse relevant knowledge,
they facilitate processes of mutual learning, they enhance intercultural sensitiveness and
allow the pooling of often scarce resources. More specifically, this incipient strand of
research has advanced conceptual reflections on the characteristics and different types of
international academic networks and differences in governance structures [1] as well as the
strategies and instruments they use [2,20].

A property of international networks so far barely explored is their ability to break
down barriers which prevent specific types of knowledge to circulate and actors to partici-
pate in the global debates on sustainability transitions. We argue that, when realizing this
potential, international academic collaborations are capable of providing a more compre-
hensive view on sustainability relevant phenomena. In addition, they can facilitate access to
the global debates on sustainability to academic institutions in countries with weak higher
education systems and for those universities lacking resources to provide high-quality
education and (internationalized) research. We develop this argument in the next section
by introducing the concept of the global knowledge value chain on sustainability and
discussing its fragmentations.

3.2. The Global Knowledge Value Chain on Sustainability and Its Fragmentations

The debate on how to transition towards a sustainable world should be a global debate
for at least two reasons. First, achieving sustainability corresponds in many aspects to
a global undertaking that requires simultaneous actions all over the world. The most
prominent example of a sustainability related phenomenon requiring global action is global
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climate change. Because the climate is influenced by forces stemming from different sources
all over the world (fire clearing in the Amazon region, oil extraction in the Arab region
(and elsewhere), industrial pollution everywhere, but particularly by the industrialized
countries of the Global North), global action is required in order to contain or mitigate it.
Moreover, sustainability problems are often of a similar nature, so that even places located
in very different parts of the globe may learn and benefit from each other’s knowledge
productions.

Secondly, several sustainability problems are the result of global interdependen-
cies [21]. A large number of the persistent sustainability problems in specific places are
caused by factors external to their immediate local or regional environment. In order to
develop sustainable solutions to these challenges, we need to understand these interdepen-
dencies and causal relationships.

For the sake of illustration, we offer three examples: global climate change is a case
in point, again. Climate change is caused mainly by the industrialized, “developed”
nations in the Global North. According to the Human Development Report 2011 [22], the
average person in a rich country accounts for more than four times the carbon dioxide
emissions (one of the drivers of climate change and global warming) of a person in a poor
country—and about 30 times the carbon dioxide emissions of a person in a very poor
country (see also [23]). However, while less wealthy nations have contributed the least to
global climate change, they are bearing a disproportionate share of its costs in terms of
environmental degradation. These countries experience the greatest loss in rainfall and
the greatest increase in its variability with implications for agricultural production and
livelihoods. Rising temperature also reduces biodiversity by de-stabilizing ecosystems
with consequences ranging from soil degradation to plagues.

The second example concerns reactions to climate change and measures to reduce
carbon emissions. In Europe, one of these strategies involves the increased use of lithium
as an energy storage envisioned to promote the transition to renewable energies. However,
mining lithium (for example in the Andean region of Argentina, Bolivia, and Chile) to fuel
the European energy transitions has come at high environmental and social costs. These
include water scarcity, desertification, as well as soil and air contamination, which affect the
livelihoods of the communities living nearby the extraction sites [24,25]. Likewise, social
conflicts around the extraction of lithium has increased considerably spurring political
instability, violence, and repression [26].

A third and related example is global value chains based in resource extraction [27,28].
These chains tend to be shaped by a globally unequal division of labor: the poor countries
extract and export primary resources and the rich countries process, trade, and consume
processed goods. The result is an unequal distribution of benefits and costs: The actors
at the upper end of the production process (in the rich countries) gain the lion’s share of
the profits, while the lower end that provides the primary resources earns much less [29].
As mentioned in the case of lithium, local communities bear a whole series of negative
consequences from environmental degradation [30,31] to social conflict as well as economic
crisis and political instability [32–39]. Other examples in this area involve the large-scale
production of so called “superfoods” popular among environmentally minded individuals
in the Global North, such as quinoa, açai, and avocados. Notwithstanding them being
marketed as good for the environment, these in fact produce considerable environmental
damage in the Global South, such as water scarcity, soil degradation, and deforestation, as
well as social and economic problems [40–42].

We have mentioned these examples to sustain that in order to appropriately evaluate
any strategy of sustainability—or sustainable development so far—the possible impact of
global interdependencies should be assessed. To grasp this global nature of sustainability
debates, we advance the concept of global knowledge value chains. For this, we build
on the classical definition of global value chains by Gereffi and others as “the full range
of activities that firms and workers perform to bring a product from its conception to
end use and beyond” [43]. The transfer not only of tangible goods, but also of different
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types of knowledge, is a key part of global economic interactions. Thus, global value
chain relations also involve the interplay of different modes of knowledge transmission
and development [44]. Accordingly, we define a global knowledge value chain as the full
range of intellectual tasks by which knowledge is produced and intertwined at the local,
regional, and global levels required to comprehensively inform a specific desirable state or
phenomena. One such chain concerns knowledge for transitions towards sustainability.
We understand the “global knowledge value chain” related to sustainability as an ideal-
typical global network that fosters a productive encounter among insights from different
disciplines and locations. These combine to form a pool that provides comprehensive,
meaningful, and policy relevant knowledge for sustainability transitions in the regions
forming part of a globalized world.

While the potential of this chain to provide high quality knowledge and compre-
hensive information is high, in practice this global chain is fragmented. Given the ex-
istence of pronounced and increasing global inequalities and specific dynamics within
the global science community, we argue that at least two fragmentations of the global
knowledge value chain on sustainability can be identified. One fragmentation results from
a significant bias within sustainability studies which tend to focus on issues related to
conservation and resource protection. In contrast, the impact of economic, social, and
political factors on opportunities for sustainability is far less studied, which led Boström
to qualify the social dimension of sustainability as “the missing pillar” [45] that has been
“marginalized by a sustainability agenda that is historically rooted in specific forms of
environmentalism [ . . . ]” [46]. However, ecological integrity cannot be disconnected from
human behavior, values, and practices. It is culturally embedded and depends on political
processes and the extent and quality of economic wellbeing [47]. Sustainability or sus-
tainable development are mediated by a broad variety of economic, social, and political
processes which are generally characterized by unequal power relations. This observation
coincides with the critique that research on environmental sustainability often has a fo-
cus on technical solutions without considering the impact of context, particularly power
relations, on their proper implementation or their opportunities for success [48].

The second fragmentation is based in specific geographic locations and the ensuing
lack of access to resources which afflicts many universities, particularly in the Global South.
While a broad variety of higher education institutions (HEI) in emerging markets and
developing countries do provide research on local issues, including problems regarding
sustainability in their local environment, this kind of knowledge production often does
not circulate beyond the local level, and does not participate sufficiently in international
forums to shape global debates. We refer to this as the fragmented spatial distribution
of knowledge production. We define knowledge production as spatially fragmented
when two conditions are met: First, knowledge is produced about phenomena that take
place in the socio-spatial surroundings of a university and that are important for its
local community. Second, this specific knowledge is unable to “travel”, i.e., to connect
to and shape regional and global academic debates. This kind of research often is not
published in English, is mostly not comparative, and instead focuses on one single local
case, rendering generalizations difficult; they are often not written in accordance with the
customs, methodological considerations, and/or format of the dominant academic journals
published in English. In this way, this knowledge is not designed nor equipped to circulate
beyond the specific local level, and therefore cannot contribute to international debates
regarding sustainability transitions, even if it could bring important and relevant insights.

As pointed out before, for a variety of reasons, fragmented knowledge production
is particularly pronounced in the Global South. These include the general lack of public
investment in the higher education sector and structural inequalities which privilege large
universities in the capitals or private sector universities and discriminate against smaller
institutions, in particular those located outside the big urban centers of their countries [49].

In particular, universities in rural areas have little emphasis on research and are only
marginally embedded into global debates and internationalized research and teaching.
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At the same time, due to their location and proximity to problems often studied from
a distance, they are potentially capable of producing valuable knowledge on local and
regional processes and problems. On the other hand, universities in marginal regions
often play an important role, as they represent one of the few stable institutions capable of
providing advice and knowledge over time. This special type of university often serves as
a local or regional hub for applied research, but with a rather limited focus in geographical
terms, and in terms of knowledge diffusion beyond the immediate surroundings. This is
expressed in publications on local phenomena, often published as grey literature or in local
journals, edited and published by the respective university, and mostly in their domestic
language (in our case: Spanish). The specific form of publishing (local publications;
grey literature, languages other than English) does not comply with today’s international
standards of publishing in peer reviewed, internationally ranked journals in English and
therefore reduces their visibility—and thus the inclusion of the respective scientists into
the international scientific community [50,51].

In sum, in this section we have argued that in our globalized world, debates on sustain-
ability benefit in many instances from a global perspective. We sustain this understanding
by introducing the concept of the global knowledge value chain on sustainability which we
define as the full range of intellectual tasks by which sustainability relevant knowledge is
produced and intertwined at the local, regional, and global levels. Subsequently we have
argued that this chain is fragmented, in the sense that disciplinary boundaries and spatial
barriers prevent specific types of knowledge from participating in the global knowledge
chain. The disciplinary fragmentations stem from a bias in sustainability research which
tend to conflate sustainability with issues of conservation and resource protection while
neglecting the importance of social and political factors. The spatial fragmentation is
reflected in the difficulties of specific universities in participating in global debates because
of linguistic barriers, the subjects treated, the ways they publish, and the outreach of
their research. In the following two sections, we sustain empirically the disciplinary and
spatial fragmentations of the global knowledge value chain on sustainability that we have
conceptualized here.

4. Empirical Explorations on the Fragmentations of the Global Knowledge Value
Chain on Sustainability
4.1. Disciplinary Fragmentation: The Neglect of “Brown Issues”

We argue that the first type of fragmentation of the global knowledge value chain on
sustainability results from a disciplinary bias which conflates sustainability with issues
of conservation and resource protection. Political, social, and economic factors shaping
transitions towards sustainability tend to be neglected. This bias is confirmed by our
exploration of the Web of Science database. The WOS database reveals a general and
continuous growth of publications on the topics of “sustainable development” or “sustain-
ability” in all disciplines since the early 2000s (Figure 1). Since 2005, the annual number
of publications referring to the topics “Sustainable Development” or “Sustainability” has
experienced a linear increase of approximately 1000 per year (2005: 2730, 2014: 12,039).
With the launch of the UN 2030 Agenda in 2015, the publications referring to the topics
“Sustainable Development” or “Sustainability” surged, reflecting the prominence of the
present UN development strategy. Currently it varies annually between c. 3000–4000.
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Figure 1. Annual number of publications between 2005 and 2020 referring to the topics “Sustainable Development” or
“Sustainability” (title, keywords, abstract). Source: Own elaboration with data from Web of Sciences.

The disciplinary breakdown of these publications (Figure 2) shows that the topics
of sustainability and sustainable development are mostly covered by the environmental
sciences including engineering. In contrast, the number of publications referring to sustain-
ability or sustainable development originating from the social sciences as the disciplines
concerned with economic, political, and social issues is lower. From the social sciences,
only economics and management studies show a middle position in the ranking, followed
by geography and a category WoS calls “Interdisciplinary Social Sciences”. The core social
science disciplines of political science, sociology, and anthropology are far less concerned
with these topics, or at least do not register their studies (in terms of key words or titles) as
contributing to the debate on sustainability or sustainable development.

Our analysis of publication counts documents that “green issues” of biodiversity,
conservation, and “green technology” have received the bulk of attention, while the so
called “brown issues” [52] such as poverty, social inequality, and weak or dysfunctional
public institutions are only rarely addressed. Of the various “brown issues”, poverty has
probably attracted the bulk of attention. Social inequality in research though is seldomly
connected to the phenomena of sustainability and sustainable development, as shown
in the analysis of WoS registered publications (Figure 3). This has changed only most
recently, especially after the launching of the UN Agenda 2030 and the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG). For the first time ever, a UN development strategy explicitly
mentioned inequality as a barrier to development and mandated its reduction with SDG
No. 10 [53]. However, while often limited to stating the existence of discrimination and
exclusion as well as their effects, an analytical perspective on social inequalities must place
power and wealth—not just poverty and exclusion—at the center of attention and identify
the mechanisms through which both shape the opportunities for sustainable development
or sustainability at the local, regional, national, or global levels [54]. This perspective is
especially relevant in the so-called Global South, where rates of inequality tend to be much
higher than in OECD countries.
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Figure 2. Disciplinary assignments of publications containing the topics “sustainable development” or “sustainabil-
ity” between 2005–2020. Source: Own elaboration with data from Web of Sciences. Dark green bars highlight social
sciences disciplines.

Figure 3. Publications in all disciplines containing the topics “sustainable development” and “sus-
tainability” and “poverty” or “inequality”, 2005–2020. Source: Own elaboration with data from Web
of Sciences.
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4.2. The Spatial Fragmentation of Knowledge: Evidence from the Andes

The analysis of the publications of the five Andean universities support our under-
standing of the spatial fragmentation of knowledge production on sustainability and
sustainable development between 2005 and 2020, although with certain variation (see
Table 1 for a summary).

Table 1. Summary of empirical findings on local knowledge fragmentation.

UNSM, Peru
Universidad de San
Antonio de Abad de

Cusco, Peru
Universidad de

San Martin, Peru
UMSA CIDES

Bolivia
Universidad de

Cuenca, Ecuador

Number of publications: 125 105
48 (research

projects) 78 73

Language:

Spanish 122 103 48 68 37

English 2 1 0 7 36

Portuguese 1 1 0 2 0

Italian 0 0 0 1 0
Local 0 39 38 9 7

Regional 0 0 1 (Amazonia) 0 0
National 58 25 0 35 54

International 26 16 0 23 9
Theoretical 40 25 0 10 3 (and methods)
Laboratory 0 0 9 0 0

Spatial focus:

No data 1 0 0 1 0

Publications:

Book ed.
international 9 0

/

7 11

Book ed.
university own 20 0 22 6

Books ed. others
national 0 0 16 4

University own
journals 0 105 15 0

Other national
journals 25 0 1 0

External journal
non peer review 7 0 5 3

International
journal peer

review
4 0 8 41

Grey literature 48 0 4 7

No data 12 0 0 0

Diffusion byuniversity (website): Yes No information on publications of
individual researchers

Yes

Source: own elaboration. The shading was added to help distinguish the categories.

In general, we note that both the universities in San Martin and Cusco do not iden-
tify individual publications of their researchers by means of their institutional channels
(websites). This can be qualified per se as a limitation to access to international academic
circles, since individual productions are simply invisible. For the Universidad San Antonio
de Abad de Cusco we mapped publications in the journals published by the university.
None of these journals are included in an international ranking, which reduces their
international visibility.

Regarding the language of publication, all five selected Andean universities tend to
publish in Spanish. This reduces their possibilities of reception in an English-language
dominated scientific environment. In the case of the university of San Martin, this holds
for all of the research projects (n = 48) we have mapped. In the case of the Universidad San
Antonio de Abad de Cusco, 103 from the overall 105 publications are written in Spanish
(98%), although the journals principally also accept contributions in English or Portuguese
(we counted one for each of these languages). Over eighty-five per cent of the publications
we mapped for UMSA/CIDES (68 from 78; six in English) are written in Spanish. In the case
of the publications mapped for the Universidad Nacional de San Marcos only 2 out of 125
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were written in English, all others in Spanish (97%; one in Portuguese). An exception to this
trend is the University of Cuenca in Ecuador where publishing in English is widespread
and, in total, equals publishing in Spanish (73 in total, 37 Spanish, 36 English). In the case of
the research group on demography we have registered even more publications in English
(13) than in Spanish (8).

Second, regarding the topics treated in our compilation, we state a difference among
the five Andean universities. The universities of San Martin and Cusco located in the
Peruvian provinces (which is every region except Lima) produce mostly knowledge on
local phenomena geographically linked to the region where the university is located; only a
small number of research projects and corresponding scientific articles relate to topics in the
wider geographical region or even neighboring regions. At the Universidad de San Martin
de Tarapoto, all research topics (100%, n = 48) have a local focus. In the case of Universidad
San Antonio de Abad in Cusco 39 (37%) of all articles cover local subjects (Cusco), 25 articles
target national phenomena (“in Peru” or in other Peruvian provinces). Together, local
and national subjects account for more than 51% of the articles. Sixteen articles cover
international subjects. A further 25 articles cover theoretical or legal topics, and seven of
them focus on questions related to indigenous peoples. Given the fact that the region of
Cusco ranges as one of the “most indigenous” regions in Peru, this could be interpreted
as adding to the production on local phenomena. In contrast, knowledge production
at UMSA/CIDES in La Paz, Bolivia and UNSM in Lima, Peru has a rather “national”
character, focusing on specific national issues (“in Bolivia” or “in Peru” respectively). At
CIDES, 44% of all publications on issues of sustainability or sustainable development
(n = 78) have such a national character. Out of these 35 publications, nine target local
phenomena, and the rest (69) are concerned with regional or global issues or theoretical
discussions. At UNSM in Lima, Peru, 46% (58) of the publications are national in scope (“in
Peru”), and 26 publications have an international scope (40 publications do not specify their
geographical focus). The Universidad de Cuenca again acts as an outlier. Although it could
be qualified as a non-capital provincial university, the majority of publications (54 from 73:
more than 73 per cent) have a national subject (“in Ecuador”). Only 7 publications treat
local subjects and 9 cover international subjects (plus three publications on theoretical or
methodological issues).

Third, we examined the location of publications. We found that the majority of
publications are published by local publishers, in journals edited by the university, or as
“grey literature”, unmediated by an editorial process. There is a slight variation among the
cases. At Universidad San Antonio de Abad in Cusco, all publications displayed by the
university’s website are published in local journals, which are not listed in international
rankings. In the case of UMSA/CIDES in La Paz, Bolivia, almost 69.2% (n = 78) of the
publications are featured as books published by local publishers, or articles of local journals.
Out of the scientific articles recorded (n = 29), 15 were published by journals owned by the
respective university, one by an Ecuadorian national academic journal, five in international
journals without peer review, and only eight in international journals with peer review, but
which are not listed in international rankings. Slightly more than 70 per cent are edited in
Bolivia (71.8%).

In the case of UNSM in Lima, Peru, we found mostly grey literature (n = 48; 38%),
and books published by national editorials (20 books) followed by articles in national
journals (25; only two peer-reviewed, 10 non-peer reviewed own UNSM journals). Of all
publications we mapped, 68% were edited in Peru (86, followed by 8 publications printed
in Spain and 3 in Mexico). Only four publications appeared in international peer reviewed
journals. Moreover, there is a tendency to publish grey literature in the form of simple PDF
files uploaded to the respective researchers’ internet pages. Again, Universidad de Cuenca
takes the role of outlier as more than half of all publications mapped have been published
in international peer reviewed journals (41 from 73). The remainder were published in
international books (11), national books (10), non-peer-reviewed external journals (3), grey
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literature (7: all of them conference papers), and one non-peer-reviewed journal published
by the university itself.

This selective analysis of the features of local knowledge production on sustainability
and sustainable development demonstrates that scientific production at these universities
suffers from various dimensions of limitations which generate and reproduce the spatially
fragmented global knowledge value chains, and severely limit the potential impact of these
universities on (regional) sustainability transitions. However, we also find variation here,
represented especially by the case of the University of Cuenca, Ecuador, where knowledge
production is not limited to local phenomena, and does circulate in wider national and
international academic circles. Our mapping does not deliver information on the reasons
for this exception. Based in our experience and the cooperation with colleagues from this
university, we hypothesize that the specific careers of the academic staff involved in the
research groups we mapped may intervene in the outcome. Many researchers have been
trained abroad and therefore may be more familiar with publishing in English and in
international venues.

5. Addressing Fragmentations: The Role of International Academic Partnerships

We argue that international academic partnerships command the potential of bridging
the fragmentations of the global knowledge value chain on sustainability. In doing so they
can provide more comprehensive sustainability relevant knowledge to the global debates
which inform sustainability transitions and they can generate impacts in various places
simultaneously. These partnerships can be particularly beneficial for universities from
lower income countries. Such partnerships, often framed in term of “development” or,
recently, as contributing to the UN 2030 Agenda, have proliferated in recent years. Usually
they act as top-down transmission mechanisms for material resources, including stipends,
mobility, and capacity building, which flow from North to South. As an additional benefit,
structural effects on the educational system as a whole may follow. We emphasize here
the possibilities of knowledge brokerage and circulation these partnerships can offer. In
this remaining section we present several instruments and methods applied in the frame
of an international partnership and intended to address the fragmentations of the global
knowledge value chain on sustainability identified in the previous sections.

5.1. trAndeS: Social Inequalities and Sustainable Development in the Andes

We draw in this section on our experience with the international academic partnership
“trAndeS—Postgraduate Program on Social Inequalities and Sustainable Development in
the Andean Region”. The program is a joint initiative by the Freie Universität Berlin (FU
Berlin) and the Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú (PUCP; based in Lima). It forms
part of a funding line on the implementation of the 2030 UN Agenda and the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) financed by the German Ministry of Economic Cooperation
and Development (BMZ) and the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) [55]. The
program is concerned with the persistent and large social inequalities in the Andean
region, one of the most unequal regions on earth, and their impact on the opportunities for
sustainable development as defined in the 2030 Agenda [56].

Social inequalities in the Andean region which comprises the countries Peru, Bolivia,
Ecuador, Chile, Colombia, Venezuela and Northern Argentina are multidimensional and
interdependent. Multidimensional and interdependent inequalities are defined as “the
distances between positions, which individuals or groups of individuals assume in the
context of a hierarchically organized access to relevant social goods (income, wealth, a
healthy environment etc.) and power resources (rights, political participation, political
positions etc.)” [57]. They are manifest in several dimensions, such as income, wealth, the
access to essential (land, water, etc.) and public goods (health, education, security), the
opportunities to live in a healthy natural environment, or concerning the endowment of
formal and informal rights. Furthermore, inequalities in the Andes are structured along
intersecting lines of class, ethnic origin, gender, age, and territory, among other categories.
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Due to its colonial past, particularly the indigenous groups suffer from discrimination and
exclusion. Additionally, women as a social group are subject to highly discriminatory social
and political practices. Many of the social inequalities affecting the people in the region can
be conceived of as interdependent because they result from processes that connect people
and spaces asymmetrically from the local to the global levels. Social inequalities in the
Andes are, thus, embedded in and shaped by global hierarchies, transnational relations
and national, or local negotiations [21]. As explained in Section 2, climate change and
international production chains reflect these interdependencies on the global level and
their impact in terms of inequalities in the Andes, amongst others.

Because of their multidimensional and interdependent characteristics, inequalities
constitute fundamental obstacles to inclusive sustainable development. Many challenges
for sustainable development (or human and natural well-being) in the Andean region
frequently do not result from resource scarcity or misallocation but from the unequal
distribution of resources or the unequal access to them.

Research and training in the context of trAndeS focuses on unearthing the inequalities,
particularly the power asymmetries, that underpin current development and sustainability
problems in the Andean region, and identifying the actors that cause or suffer from in-
equalities as well as the mechanisms that produce and reproduce them. The program aims
at providing robust information to shape policy decisions intended to mitigate inequalities
and thereby promote transitions towards sustainability or sustainable development. In
order to reach these objectives, trAndeS implements a program consisting of three pillars:
postgraduate training including a scholarship program for MA and doctoral students,
interdisciplinary research, and networking in the Andean region in general and between
PUCP and FU Berlin in particular.

5.2. Bridging Disciplinary Boundaries in Research and Teaching on Social Inequalities
and Sustainability

Given the limited consideration of social and political factors in debates on sustainabil-
ity transitions which we have identified as a major fragmentation of the global knowledge
value chain on sustainability, one of the main objectives of the project is to contribute to the
debates from an interdisciplinary social science perspective. In order to do so, the trAndeS
project team from Germany and Peru has designed a teaching and research program with
a strictly inter- and transdisciplinary character.

Regarding teaching, a supplementary interdisciplinary curriculum was set up for
MA and Phd students of a series of study programs at PUCP including anthropology,
economics, political science, sociology, and human geography and environment. The core
of this curriculum forms two compulsory courses that provide basic conceptual, theoretical,
and empirical knowledge on the relations (causes and impacts) between social inequalities
and sustainable development.

Teaching staff from different disciplines ensure the interdisciplinary character of the
curriculum. All of the lecturers invited to the program addressed issues of sustainability
and sustainable development from their respective disciplinary position but with a focus
on the causes and effects of social inequalities on sustainability. Between 2017–2020 a total
of 61 researchers lectured in the two courses offered in 2017 and in 2019. In detail, the two
students’ cohort of the program (from 2017–2018 and from 2019–2020) received lectures
from 14 economists, sixteen sociologists, thirteen political scientists, nine anthropologists,
two lecturers from architecture, agricultural engineering, geography, and history and one
lecturer from philosophy (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Disciplinary composition of lecturers participating the program trAndeS courses in 2017
and 2019 (n = 61). Source: own elaboration.

Research in the frame of the program is conducted by the group of master’s and
doctoral scholarship holders and the principal investigators of the project located at PUCP
and FU Berlin. Trained in the interdisciplinary curriculum which provides a constant
exchange with other disciplines, the MA and PhD students apply these interdisciplinary
insights in their own research. This interdisciplinary perspective helped to bring about a
wide array of sustainability-relevant investigations which include research topics such as
various as the unequal access to water resources in the context of mining projects, gender
inequalities regarding indigenous women and young female prison inmates, the adoption
and implementation of new environmental rules and of new governance institutions able
to generate sustainable development and to contain economic and institutional volatility,
and the relationship between development models and social conflicts. To reinforce the
interdisciplinary encounter, all junior researchers of the program received supervision and
monitoring from academics from different disciplines and universities both individually or
in the context of the workshops and conferences organized by the program.

The interdisciplinary perspective is also visible in the composition of active partic-
ipants (presenters) of the programs’ major academic events. Between 2016 and 2019,
trAndeS organized eleven events like conferences, workshops, summer schools, and panels
at conferences. A total of 217 researchers participated as speakers in these events coming
from different social sciences disciplines, most of them from political science (70), sociology
(52), anthropology (28), economics (27), and geography (19).

As a program based in the social sciences but concerned with questions regarding
the “materiality of nature” [58], we were keen to exchange ideas with the natural sciences
and those disciplines traditionally prominent in the discussion on sustainable develop-
ment and sustainability, in particular in order to integrate socio- ecological inequalities
into the programs’ research activities (Figure 5). Additionally, the project established
contact between the organizational units of FU Berlin and PUCP in charge of promoting
mutual learning on issues related to campus sustainability and the role of universities
in sustainability transitions. By means of individual guest invitations and workshops in
Berlin and Lima, they exchanged experiences and approaches to campus sustainability.
The cooperation culminated in the publication of a brochure in which universities from the
FU-led University Alliance for Sustainability and five Latin American universities present
the pathways of their sustainability initiatives [59].
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Figure 5. Disciplinary composition of active participants in major academic events organized by
trAndeS between 2016 and 2019 (11 events with 217 participants). Source: own elaboration.

5.3. Adressing Spatial Knowledge Fragmentations: A Hub and a Twodimensional Network

In order to bridge the spatial knowledge fragmentations, trAndeS promotes a network
on two levels. On the global level, the network connects the PUCP, other Andean universi-
ties (including local universities in the Peruvian periphery), and the German FU Berlin. The
Peruvian university PUCP functions in this network as a hub. It is particularly suited to
serve this role, because it is by far the best university in Peru and ranks among the leading
universities in the entire region. Due to its Jesuit roots and a commitment to the theology
of liberation, and despite being a private university, PUCP stands for a non-profit model
of private higher education that considers training and education to be a public good. In
this line, the university grants scholarships to talented students and adjusts tuition fees
to the income of the parents of students coming from marginal social groups. PUCP also
leads a national university network in Peru (Red Peruana de Universidades) which aims at
promoting mutual support and greater exchange, particularly with universities outside of
the country’s capital.

For our project, PUCP serves as a regional hub to irradiate into the Andean region
by means of the Trans-Andean Network for Sustainability (hereafter “Red trAndeS”).
Red trAndeS is a key instrument to address the spatial fragmentation of knowledge
production and diffusion, as it connects researchers from disperse places in the Andean
region, and allows them to create regional networks and jointly produce knowledge.
For example, in our research workshops, academics from different universities found a
space to compare country experiences and exchange knowledge on similar sustainability
challenges (e.g., the socio-ecological impact of quinoa and other food productions recently
integrated into globalized commodity chains). Furthermore, the project integrates them
as scholarship holders (MA and doctoral students), as postdoctoral (visiting) researchers
with fellowships, as lecturers in our courses, and as active participants of our academic
workshops and conferences.

The two-layer network is designed to overcome the spatial fragmentation of knowl-
edge production and diffusion both at the local and the global levels, and to foster knowl-
edge on the embeddedness of issues of sustainability in global processes. Therefore, it
brings researchers from the Andean region and other world regions together. Experts from
the network have been involved in the project’s teaching activities at PUCP and FU Berlin
and in international conferences. trAndeS researchers from PUCP and FU Berlin have
offered courses in several Andean (Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, Colombia) or other Peruvian
(Iquitos, San Martín, Cusco, Ayacucho) universities. The regional diversity is shown in
Figure 6. In the 11 mayor events trAndeS has organized, researchers participated from
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Argentina (10), Bolivia (10), Ecuador (3), Chile (18), Peru (73), Venezuela (1) and Colombia
(8). To foster a global exchange, scholars from North America and Europe also participated
in these events.

Figure 6. Origin of participants in trAndeS teaching and academic activities. Source: own elaboration.

The networking activities are perceived as very beneficial by the network members
from the Andean region. A survey among the scholarship holders and fellows of the pro-
gram on the impact of their scholarship on their academic career confirms the importance
of the network and its bridging function. All respondents rated the expansion of their
regional and global networks as the most important outcome of the scholarship. Likewise,
they stressed the positive effect the network and its activities had on the expansion of their
scientific production and the topics they study (Figure 7).

Figure 7. trAndeS grant holders’ responses to the question, “To what extent have the activities
and training offered by the trAndeS program contributed to your professional career?”. Source:
own elaboration.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9930 16 of 20

The network also serves as a platform for new joint academic initiatives and transdis-
ciplinary activities. In particular, and since debates around inequality and sustainability
are of utmost societal relevance, the Red trAndeS promotes transdisciplinary coopera-
tion and the exchange of ideas between researchers, academic institutions, civil society
organizations, development organizations, and other actors or networks with activities
related to sustainable development. In this line, we have been holding a series of academic
events at different locations of the Andean region beyond Lima (i.e., in La Paz/Bolivia,
Cuenca/Ecuador, and Santiago de Chile/Chile), and we have been fostering transdis-
ciplinary activities connecting research with policy advice and bringing into discussion
different knowledge producers, such as academics, think tanks, policy makers, and de-
velopment cooperation and civil society actors (e.g., the NGO Red Muqui in Peru and the
NGO Ciudadanía in Bolivia; representatives of ministries and regulatory or administrative
bodies (such as the Peruvian Environmental Ministry) the German Society for International
Cooperation (GIZ), German political foundations such as Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) and
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung (KAS), and UN organizations such as Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the UN-Research Institute for Social
Development (UNRISD)).

Finally, as part of its efforts to bridge global and local knowledge, the network makes
its teaching material publicly available. This concerns especially the key courses on con-
cepts of multiple inequalities and sustainability, and its application to the Andean region,
and additional smaller courses on these issues from different disciplinary perspectives and
methodological approaches. The network also published a series of working papers and
policy briefs in English and Spanish, as an outcome of the research by scholarship holders
and other network members [60].

6. Final Reflections

Universities have been highlighted as important promotors of sustainability not only
in research, but also as “living labs” where sustainability innovations can be developed
and tested. Their role usually is seen to range from the sustainable managing of their own
campus, to teaching, training, interdisciplinary research, and outreach to the community
and to non-academic political, economic, and societal actors. Only recently, universities
have come into focus as actors promoting sustainability by means of internationalization.
In this paper we add to this new strand of research by emphasizing a specific property
of international academic partnerships only seldomly discussed: their ability to address
disciplinary and geographical barriers in the global debates on how transitions towards
sustainability can be achieved.

We build our argument around the concept of the “global knowledge value chain”
related to sustainability which we understand as an ideal-typical global network bringing
insights from different disciplines and locations into a fruitful encounter with the objec-
tive of comprehensively informing sustainability transitions. However, we argue that
in practice, this chain exhibits at least two fragmentations that diminish its potential to
comprehensively inform sustainability transitions: a disciplinary and a spatial one.

Regarding the first, debates on sustainability often neglect the importance of economic,
social, and political factors. As illustrated by the findings in the Web of Science database,
the Social Sciences in general and in particular critical works on so called “brown issues”
like poverty and social inequalities only seldomly feed into the global knowledge value
chain on sustainability.

The second, spatial fragmentation, consists of barriers that exclude specific territories
and actors from participation in the global knowledge value chain. The empirical explo-
ration of publishing activities of marginalized universities in the Andean region confirms
this kind of barrier.

In this paper, we argue that international academic partnerships can address and
contribute to reducing these fragmentations and thereby reinforce the global quest for the
promotion of more sustainable ways of living. In particular, they can foster the production
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of more comprehensive, interdisciplinary, and multi-spatial knowledge to inform sustain-
ability transitions. This is especially important to tackle sustainability problems rooted
in the different layers of globalization. Likewise, they generate a much wider impact by
informing sustainability transitions in various places at the same time.

International partnerships may be particularly beneficial for universities in countries
of the Global South as these tend to be excluded from the global debates on sustainability,
while at the same time, the Global South is more affected by sustainability challenges
rooted in global interdependencies. As our examples of the asymmetric distribution of
causes and consequences of climate change and the impact of mitigation measures, and
the similarly asymmetric distribution of costs and benefits of global commodity chains
illustrate, transitions towards sustainability in a globalized world can only materialize
when the global interdependencies of specific phenomena on the local and regional levels
are taken into account. Here, the knowledge production of these universities is not periph-
eral. Deeply rooted in local knowledge networks, their academic production provides key
information for local problems of sustainability, which are fundamental to understand the
causal relationships underlying global (un-)sustainability. Hence, partnerships between
locally embedded and internationally networked universities which explicitly address
these fragmentations in knowledge production are cornerstones for global partnerships for
promoting sustainability.

Drawing on our international university partnership trAndeS, we presented several
instruments and methods intended to address the fragmentations of the global knowledge
value chain related to sustainability, such as the interdisciplinary approach towards sustain-
ability within the social sciences (including economics) with a focus on the “brown issues”
in our teaching and research activities. Likewise, we stressed the role of our Peruvian
partner PUCP as a hub for a regional network, bringing in a broad range of HEI in remote
areas of the Andean region.

We close this section with two brief reflections: First, research on sustainability transi-
tions is a fundamental step, but to make an actual change, the adequate policy transfer of
knowledge and its application require dense and complex interactions between academia,
policy makers, local communities, and economic actors. This topic is beyond the reach of
this article. However, international partnerships can again be beneficial. For example, in
many Latin American universities, community relations have a much higher status and the
instruments used are far more elaborated than in many universities in industrialized coun-
tries of the Global North. Partnerships could help establish a fruitful encounter, especially
for the latter ones.

Secondly, our arguments carry some policy recommendations: Public policies should
acknowledge and reinforce the important role of Higher Education in the promotion of sus-
tainability transitions, not only locally or regionally but also globally. This should include
a closer interaction between universities and public entities concerned with sustainable
development and international relations, and those in charge of the Higher Education
sector. This also requires international development cooperation to include academic actors
of the Global South in their networks, their partnerships, and last but not least in their
funding strategies and concepts. In general, public policies should support universities’ in-
ternational partnerships by providing reasonable funding lines and programs and creating
the conditions for fruitful and long-term exchange among universities located in different
parts of the world, particularly with those lacking resources to participate in the global
knowledge value chain on sustainability. Public support should also include the search for
new and innovative ways of knowledge circulation and adaption between academia and
public policy actors. It requires highly specific incentives and institutional and financial
support to ensure that the findings and results of these international partnerships can be
applied and effectively contribute to a more sustainable world.
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