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Abstract 

This research examines elements of global higher education (HE) partnerships and the roles of dialogue(s) 

and co-creation in knowledge production aimed at fostering sustainable partnerships. By studying and 

reflecting on the processes of global South–North HE partnership building, this research sheds light on the 

complexities and opportunities of developing meaningful relationships. Limited understanding of what 

constitutes a good partnership and synergy between Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 4 and 17 raises 

questions about how to foster sustainable partnerships at both local and global levels. This article presents 

findings from partnership dialogues among academic and administrative staff from African and Finnish 

universities, all experienced in HE partnerships. The data comprise responses from a questionnaire and a 

multi-stakeholder workshop addressing what constitutes a good partnership. The findings result in a 

generic metaphoric model that depicts our view of a partnership as a butterfly comprising two 

(institutional) wings interconnected by various relationships that enable individuals in HE institutions to 

engage in dialogue(s), reflect on existing practices, and build more equitable and sustainable 

collaborations. We conclude that the foundations of solid, transformative HE partnerships are developed 

through collaboration and co-creation among individuals. This study contributes to international education 

by demonstrating how dialogue and co-creation within HE partnerships can advance sustainability across 

global contexts while also fostering critical reflection and scaling up action-oriented, reciprocal institutional 

transformation. 

Keywords: international partnerships, dialogue, knowledge co-creation, higher education, 

interconnectedness 

Introduction 

This study explores higher education (HE) partnerships through a series of dialogues among scholars and 

educators with experience in Global South–Global North partnerships. The aim was to explore the 

participants’ views of what constitutes a good partnership. We argue that such dialogues and co-creative 

practices support the building of more equitable global partnerships, which are key to advancing all UN 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


3     Towards good higher education partnerships 

nordiccie.org   NJCIE 2025, Vol. 9(3) 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In this study, the concept of sustainability refers both to the long-

term building of higher education institution (HEI) partnerships and to their contribution to the SDGs 

through education. This dual perspective reflects the synergy between SDG4 and SDG17. While SDG4 

promotes inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning, SDG17 focuses on global 

partnerships in sharing expertise, resources, knowledge, and technology. We argue that the role of HEIs as 

actors promoting, building, and educating for sustainable futures through international partnerships 

highlights the opportunities to advance SDG4 and SDG17 together.  

Analyses of HEIs’ reports on SDGs show little interaction between SDG4 and SDG17 (United Nations, 2019; 

2024). Furthermore, Bexell (2024) notes weak advocacy for sub-indicators of global and cross-sectoral 

partnerships. The 2024 SDG Report also notes insufficient data for these, particularly SDG4.7 on sustainable 

development education (United Nations, 2024). It calls for whole-of-society partnerships in data collection 

and monitoring. This raises a key question: How can HEIs contribute to strengthening partnerships that 

support both sustainable development and sustainable education?  

In this study, we approach the key question of partnerships for sustainable development from the 

perspective of people who have participated in Finnish and African HEI collaboration activities. We explore 

the perceptions, understandings, and experiences of and about partnerships through partners’ dialogues 

and how such dialogues foster equitable partnerships through the following research questions: 

1. What elements constitute a good partnership?  

2. How can these elements be developed and sustained? 

This study contributes to the ongoing discussion on global HE partnerships to deepen the understanding of 

the role of dialogue and co-creation in fostering equitable partnerships corroborating the dialogical 

approach to knowledge production (Marková, 2016). Although efforts to create, develop and sustain HE 

partnerships are generally supported, research on these forms of collaborations are dispersed and diverse, 

making it difficult to draw conclusions in contexts where methods and approaches differ significantly.  

Actions within global HE partnerships include collaborative degrees, student and staff mobility, research 

collaboration, joint teaching and education programmes, capacity building and the formation of HE 

networks (Hanada, 2021; Lanford, 2021; Woldegiorgis & Scherer, 2019). Such partnership activities are 

often viewed as mechanisms for knowledge exchange and innovation, aligning with SDG4. Simultaneously, 

they exemplify the principles of SDG17 through international collaborations that enhance educational 

opportunities and strengthen instructions, ways of working and practices in different contexts. They also 

foster relationships (Lanford, 2020) not only between institutions but also between countries and 

companies, reflecting SDG17’s call to strengthen implementation and promote sustainable global 
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partnerships.  

While the arrangements, motives, and forms of global HE partnerships vary, they share some 

commonalities, including transnational participation by individuals and institutions (Lanford, 2021). These 

partnerships are underpinned by a commitment, whether formalised through agreements or maintained 

informally, to achieve a specific set of objectives, ideally mutually agreed upon and beneficial (Lanford, 

2021; Woldegiorgis & Scherer, 2019). Therefore, it is crucial to continuously examine emerging trends and 

case studies across contexts to better understand and enhance the dynamics and sustainability of HE 

partnerships (Woldegiorgis & Scherer, 2019). Here, sustainability refers to maintaining partnerships and 

activities. 

One of the main challenges of HE partnerships between African and European HEIs is maintaining 

relationships amid varying funding systems and changing circumstances (Woldegiorgis & Scherer, 2019). 

Furthermore, partnerships often face socio–political turbulence, which can challenge the realisation of 

common goals. In other words, while HEIs seek innovative solutions to global challenges through their 

partnerships, their efforts are constrained by national frameworks, including funding, governance, and 

strategic priorities.  

Additionally, stakeholder salience – the perceived influence of actors based on power, legitimacy and 

urgency (Mitchell et al., 1997) – is increasingly relevant to HE, particularly in discussions of collaborative 

governance and partnership dynamics (Al-Hazaima et al., 2025; de Groot et al., 2025; Filho et al., 2025; ; 

Mäkinen, 2022; Shenderova, 2023). Although traditionally applied in linguistics and stakeholder theory, 

salience offers a valuable lens for understanding power and urgency asymmetries in HEI collaborations. 

Even when participants hold similar formal roles or titles, disparities in perceived salience can distort 

knowledge production and reinforce global inequalities (Bender, 2022; Eta et al., 2024). These challenges 

are amplified in South–North partnerships, where asymmetric access to resources further complicates 

sustainability. Addressing these asymmetries requires attention to at least four aspects critical to 

partnerships: reciprocity (Hoekstra et al., 2018; Yarmoshuk et al., 2019), equity (Unterhalter & Howell, 

2021), mutual interests (Mitchell et al., 2020) and epistemic decoloniality (Asare et al., 2020; Teferra, 

2016). Reciprocity involves ensuring benefits for all partners where Global South partners’ needs may 

require prioritisation (Yarmoshuk et al., 2019). Historically, patterns of leadership and authorship have 

undervalued sub-Saharan African partners (Teferra, 2016) and their knowledge systems. Issues of data 

rights highlight the need for equitable cooperation. HEIs must actively address reciprocity in 

internationalisation strategies and critically examine how knowledge is produced (Keahey, 2020).  

Equity in South–North partnerships require addressing power imbalances that hinder contextually relevant 
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knowledge for social impact (Unterhalter & Howell, 2021). Many collaborations remain unequal as global 

North institutions often set agendas, shaping priorities, authorship, and epistemic dominance (Mitchell et 

al., 2020). These dynamics reflect stakeholder salience, which often privileges Northern institutions in 

decision-making processes. Colonial legacies persist through extractive practices, funding disparities, and 

ethical concerns such as ‘helicopter research’ and ‘ethical dumping’ (Haelewaters et al., 2021; Schroeder et 

al., 2018;), reinforcing asymmetries in salience and marginalising Southern voices.  

HEIs in sub-Saharan Africa are addressing epistemic challenges through pluralistic approaches (Seehawer & 

Breidlid, 2021), urging Global North researchers to embrace diverse knowledge systems (Kontinen et al., 

2015; Woldegiorgis, 2021) and dismantle neocolonial/postcolonial inferiorities and hierarchies. Ethical 

dilemmas in HE partnerships stem from the epistemological assumption that knowledge is primarily 

generated in the Global North, sidelining Southern contributions and limiting critical reflections on 

prejudice and colonial mindsets. This imbalance is reinforced by neoliberal approaches that commodify 

education (Eta, 2023), shaping salience through market-driven metrics of legitimacy and urgency. The 

persistent emphasis on gaps in African contexts similarly overlooks locally generated, context-specific 

knowledge (Ulmer & Wydra, 2020), reducing opportunities for Southern actors and epistemologies. To 

counter these trends, initiatives such as the Africa Charter for Transformative Research Collaborations aim 

to recalibrate salience by recognising the legitimacy and urgency of South-led knowledge productions, 

shifting from disparity towards equitable, systemic change (Aboderin, 2024). However, HE collaborations 

often oversimplify complex realities and neglect ethics and sustainability (Urenje et al., 2017). Reframing 

global HE partnerships as spaces for co-creation can foster sustainability transformations by integrating 

diverse epistemologies (Linnér & Wibeck, 2019; Redman & Wiek, 2021). Examining dialogue and co-

creation in such partnerships can help renegotiate saliences through mutual recognition, shared legitimacy 

and context-driven urgency. 

Research context  

The research context for this study is HE partnerships between Finnish and African HEIs. Finland has 

created various global HEI networks and programmes, and universities have developed ethical guidelines 

for responsible academic partnerships with the Global South (Brito Salas & Avento, 2023). Aligned with 

Finnish research integrity guidelines (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity, 2023), these guidelines 

represent a self-reflective effort to promote equity and responsible HE partnerships. Similar efforts have 

taken place in African contexts, where national and international funding institutions have focused on 

enhancing the quality of HE (Woldegiorgis & Scherer, 2019). The trend of participating in global 

partnerships and internationalising HEIs has gained momentum in Africa during the 21st century, guided by 

various regional and national policy documents (Lebeau & Oanda, 2020).  
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The historical relationship between Africa and Finland in research, science, technology, and innovation has 

developed mainly through collaborative development initiatives, educational partnerships, and 

technological cooperation (Kagiri-Kalanzi & Avento, 2018). Finland has been involved in the development of 

various African countries since the 1960s, focusing on capacity building in sectors such as health, 

agriculture and sustainable development. Finnish HEIs have forged research collaborations with African 

partners, particularly in environmental science, ICT, education, and public health. While the relationships 

continue to evolve, they are grounded in a shared commitment to advancing scientific knowledge and 

collaboratively addressing global challenges.  

Partnerships are often framed as vehicles for capacity building, quality improvement, broadening 

participation and governance. Yet, they can also be marked by tensions and competing agendas (Kassie & 

Angervall, 2022; Luthuli et al., 2024). Despite policy calls to shift from equality to equity, unrecognised 

behaviour, attitudes, and belief systems perpetuate power imbalances in everyday interactions (Luthuli et 

al., 2024) and, in doing so, directly affect stakeholders’ salience. For instance, an Ethiopian–Norwegian 

university partnership highlighted contradictions: Partners sought mutuality while avoiding dependence 

and struggled to balance local needs with global expectations amid resource constraints on the Southern 

side (Kassie & Angervall, 2022). In this study, we explore partnerships from the perspective of academic and 

administrative staff involved in HE collaboration activities and the role of dialogue and co-creation in 

partnership development.  

Enhancing partnerships through co-creation, knowledge 
communities, and dialogues 

We draw on the concepts of knowledge co-creation, knowledge communities, and transformation to 

explore perceptions of good partnerships based on dialogues between HE actors in the global South and 

North. In line with the social–constructivist perspective, which views knowledge as socially constructed 

(Guterman, 2006), we recognise that collaboration and participation in cultural practices drive knowledge 

development (Paavola et al., 2004; Rolin, 2015). Co-creation occurs when a group collaboratively develops 

shared objects (in our case, perceptions of good partnerships) to develop its practices (Paavola et al., 2004). 

To better understand the complexities and transformative potential of HE partnerships, it is necessary to 

engage academic and administrative staff from participating HEIs, as well as possible external stakeholders, 

in co-creating shared knowledge based on their experiences and values. This approach offers insights into 

how North–South HE partnerships can operate in practice to be mutually beneficial, sustainable, and 

transformative.  

In this study, co-creation is not only a method of producing knowledge but also a transformative process 
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driven by collaboration, engagement, and inclusivity. It fosters shared understanding, mutual respect, and 

collective benefit through participatory, bottom-up and transparent practices (Linnér & Wibeck, 2019; 

Mitchell et al., 1997). More than just bringing people together, co-creation facilitates co-learning and helps 

diminish hierarchical structures between actors (Bell & Pahl, 2018). Similarly, Rolin (2015) highlights that 

scientific knowledge emerging from collaborative practices relies on collective beliefs, trust, and 

interactions among partners. This ensures that the knowledge created reflects the collective perspective 

rather than being limited to individual viewpoints, reinforcing the need for trust within the team. 

For us, co-creation constituted a knowledge community in which data were both created and analysed. The 

diverse perspectives within this spontaneous, inclusive space have contributed to challenging hegemonic 

(Northern) epistemologies in knowledge production, supporting the incremental transformation of HE. 

Building on Connell’s (2007, p. 213) argument that knowledge should connect across global peripheries, our 

approach of data gathering, analysis and co-writing was a co-creative process, bridging perceptions, 

understandings, and epistemic perspectives. Co-creation in this project meant working across and along 

differences, embracing diversity in ways that Tsing (2015, p. 27) describes as ‘contamination’: ‘the idea that 

encounters shape and changes us, making space for new ideas, directions, and possibilities.  

Tsing’s concept of contamination informs our understanding of dialogue as a transformation practice. In a 

positive sense, contamination highlights how encounters with diverse perspectives enrich our 

understanding and open new directions. Applied to dialogue, this process enables the exploration of 

differing epistemologies within interactions (Marková, 2016). Building on Marková’s (2006) view of 

dialogue as shaped by the socio–historical context, we argue that dialogue occurs not only among 

individuals but also between their ideas, perceptions, and contexts, aligning with theories of social 

knowledge. Tensions within dialogues arising from the interplay between the self and others or between 

established and emerging knowledge are essential for sustaining the flow of ideas.  

In this study of HE partnerships between Finnish and African HEIs, dialogue plays a significant role in 

shaping evolving perceptions of ‘good partnerships’. Through the continuous exchange of viewpoints, 

knowledge and experiences, researchers–practitioners can co-create understanding, respect and 

meaningful transformations. 

Materials and methods: Dialogic research approach 

This study applies a dialogic research approach that incorporates diverse perspectives and salience (power 

and influence), addressing similarities and differences in experiences to foster understanding and 

professional learning for change (Hofmann, 2020a). It also enables new theorising informed by participants’ 

insights (Hofmann, 2020b). In this study, we engaged in three dialogue spaces: a survey, a multistakeholder 
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event with various stakeholders and internal author dialogues. While the external dialogues – among 

academic and administrative staff from both Finnish and African HEIs – centred on co-constructing 

knowledge through qualitative data collection and a stakeholder dialogue event, these dialogues were 

complemented by ongoing reflective, critical conversations among the authors of this paper throughout 

planning, data collection, analysis and multiple revisions for four years. 

The dialogues took place within two HE networks, namely the Finnish University Partnership for 

International Development (UniPID) and the Global Innovation Network for Teaching and Learning (GINTL), 

which foster collaboration between Finnish HEIs and their Global South partners. UniPID is a national 

platform that promotes global responsibility and sustainable development by supporting interdisciplinary 

teaching, research, education, and partnerships, providing services such as virtual courses, research 

cooperation support, and policy dialogue. GINTL is a national initiative that enhances global academic 

partnerships in education and related fields to foster an equitable and sustainable collaboration. It brings 

together researchers, educators, students and practitioners for mutual learning, knowledge co-creation and 

capacity development. Both networks not only support existing collaborations but also facilitate new 

partnerships between individuals and institutions.  

The nine-member author team represents a diverse range of institutional, cultural, and regional 

perspectives from Africa, Europe, and Latin America. This diversity surpasses geography, including 

differences in (disciplinary) backgrounds, career stages, and professional roles. The team includes members 

from Finnish universities, an African partner university and the two networks mentioned above. The varying 

roles and positions shape how we engage and experience salience, agency, and knowledge production in 

partnership dynamics. With extensive experience with global development, HE and international 

collaboration, the team’s engagement with positionality and reflexivity has been central to analysing what 

constitutes good partnership.  

The coordination teams of UniPID and GINTL collected research material from 2021–2022 through various 

initiatives. They invited and funded academic staff from partner African1 HEIs to engage in a critical 

dialogue on good partnerships in Finland. They developed a qualitative questionnaire with four open-ended 

questions. Distributed through existing networks, they gathered insights from individuals in Finnish and 

African HEIs, with 20 responses from 17 Finnish institutions and nine African countries – 16 from African 

academic and administrative staff. These responses shaped the second part of the project, an online 

stakeholder dialogue event centred on the question, ‘What are the characteristics of good partnerships?’  

 
1 We use African as a generic term instead of mentioning individual countries where the partner institutions are 
located to respect the particularity of each HEI and their partnerships. Additionally, we aim to highlight the position of 
African HEIs in the global higher education setting.  
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The stakeholder event took place in spring 2022, bringing together about 40 participants from 37 Finnish 

institutions and nine African countries, including NGOs and embassies. Participants were research, teaching 

and administrative staff involved in Finnish HE pilot networks and their partners in Africa. The event 

focused on current challenges, priorities, and elements of good Finland–Africa partnerships. To prepare, we 

analysed questionnaire responses and identified 13 key ingredients of good partnerships, represented as 

sticky notes on visual maps (i.e. Miro boards). These included trust, mutual respect, mutual understanding, 

openness, transparency, flexibility, mutual benefit, a common vision, inclusion, accountability, 

collaboration, communication, and joint decision making.  

During the event, participants were divided into six mixed groups of African and Finnish HEI 

representatives. Each group worked on a similar Miro board, refining the proposed ingredients of good 

partnership, adding new ones, and selecting the top three. They then suggested concrete actions to 

implement these elements and used emojis to highlight the most significant takeaways (see figures 1 and 2 

for examples). 

Figure 1. Data Example 1. Collectively created Miro board 

  

  

http://www.nordiccie.org/


Eta et al.     10 

nordiccie.org   NJCIE 2025, Vol. 9(3) 

Figure 2. Data Example 2. Collectively created Miro board 

  

The primary data for this article comprise the six Miro boards produced during the stakeholder dialogue 

event. Since the exercise aimed to capture collective insights and foster dialogue rather than individual 

perspectives or demographic factors, no personal participant data were collected. This way, the focus 

remained on shared understandings and co-creating knowledge instead of individual identities and 

affiliations.  

We applied reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2022), which acknowledges the researcher’s 

subjectivity as a valuable resource for the development of insightful and unique analytical processes and 

outcomes (Braun & Clarke, 2022). In this approach, themes do not passively emerge from the data but 

result from the researcher’s subjective interpretation. Therefore, it is essential for the researcher to be 

transparent about their positionality, choices, and biases. Given that participants did not provide detailed 

definitions of the elements they wrote on the Miro boards, our analysis required interpreting their 

intended meanings. 

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 2022) six-step process, we started by familiarising ourselves with the 

data, engaging with them several times for different perspectives, examining all the data and focusing on 

specific boards, questions, or recurring ideas. Subsequently, we examined how individual groups engaged 

with the tasks, noting recurrent ideas and the additional elements they contributed. Using an inductive 

approach, we identified eight codes reflecting key elements of good partnerships: planning and clarity, time 

management, funding, flexibility, knowing the partner and their context, valuing the partner’s views and 

expertise, communication, and relationships with external stakeholders. From the codes, we developed 
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two overarching categories: organisational elements and relational aspects of partnerships. These two 

categories formed the ‘candidate themes’ (Braun & Clarke, 2022), which were further reviewed against the 

original data to ensure coherent semantic and latent meanings. Through further discussion and critical 

reflection, we refined the themes into (1) the relational dimension of partnership and (2) the organisational 

dimension of partnership.  

This study, which evolved through a series of three dialogues, also requires ethical reflection. Such 

considerations extend beyond co-creation and participant involvement in the stakeholder dialogue event to 

include the methodological choices of the team. Data were gathered from a limited number of participants 

from Finnish HEIs and their partners in African countries whose experiences and backgrounds were not 

mapped in detail. Hence, the analysis focused on the Miro boards and the recurring themes identified from 

them. The authors’ discussions also significantly informed the findings. As the research team members 

represent different positions, levels of seniority and active engagements in these partnership dialogues, the 

analysis was influenced by our perceptions and work contexts. However, the dialogic research approach 

enabled us to surface varying degrees of salience among participants and ourselves, defined in this context 

as the perceived legitimacy, power, and urgency of their and our voices within partnership dialogues 

(Mitchell et al., 1997). This dimension shaped how participants and we engaged in the co-creation process 

and how we and their perceptions influenced the emerging themes. Hence, the models and metaphors 

presented in the findings were developed through a collaborative analytical process to provide starting 

points for reflection and action for sustainability transformation in HE. 

Although the study was co-creative, we should also acknowledge the various interests and intentions that 

became known during the process, in other words, ‘the unseen politics of co-production’ (Harman, 2019, p. 

104). What remains unseen, unquestioned, and unanalysed are the interactions and motives of those 

involved in the dialogue process. The interdisciplinary team came together specifically for this article, 

bringing contexts, perceptions and experiences fostering sustainability transformation in HE collaborations. 

This process created a learning ecosystem (Crosling et al., 2014) focused on the elements of good HE 

partnerships. Although internal dynamics were not the focus, they unavoidably affected the work. The 

study’s theme and the chosen methods also encouraged reflection within the team concerning what 

constitutes good partnerships. 

Given the uniqueness of each partnership, people engage in them from distinct positions with their own 

expectations. Fostering open discussion about these differences is key to seeking common ground and 

advancing meaningful partnerships. It is important to understand positionalities in the field and to 

recognise how they influence experiences, perceptions, preferences, and actions. Beyond geopolitical 

diversity, professional roles ranging from research to programme-oriented roles also shaped approaches to 
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partnership building. These starting points and resources influence conversations about partnerships. 

Hence, certain elements may receive more attention and emphasis in specific contexts than in others.  

Results: Elements of good partnership  

Participants’ diverse understandings of partnerships informed the various dimensions characterising good 

partnerships. Regarding the first research question – what constitutes a good partnership? – Table 1 

summarises and categorises eight dimensions. Elaboration on each dimension is provided in the 

subsequent section. The latter part proposes a metaphorical model of good partnerships. This model 

responds to the second research question concerning how these elements of good partnerships can be 

developed and sustained and, in doing so, transform current understandings of HEI collaborations.  

Table 1. Interconnected dimensions of good partnerships  

Organizational dimension Relational dimension 

Planning and 
clarity through 
common 
visions, 
agreeing on 
roles and 
responsibilities  

Managing 
time, 

balance 
between 

immediate 
actions 

and long-
term 

commit-
ment 

Funding 
management, 

ensuring 
adequate 
resources 

and 
addressing 
inequalities 

Flexibility, 
openness 

and 
adapting 

to 
changing 
situations 

Knowing and 
understanding 

the partner 
and each 
other’s 

contexts 

Valuing 
the 

partner’s 
views 
and 

expertise, 
Valuing 

the input 
and skills 

of 
different 
types of 
actors 

Open and 
regular 

communi-
cation, 
both 

formal and 
informal 

Agreeing on 
how to work 

with 
external 

stakeholders 

Table 1 lists the dimensions of good partnerships, categorised as organisational and relational. The 

organisational dimension encompasses structural and managerial elements, whereas the relational 

dimension refers to how collaborators interact or engage. These two dimensions do not operate in 

isolation; they are interconnected and collectively contribute to establishing good partnerships.  

Organisational dimension 

Planning and clarity through common visions, agreeing on roles and responsibilities 

All six groups emphasised the importance of collaborative planning from the outset of the partnership, 

establishing a clear and shared vision encompassing all its aspects. Groups 1, 4 and 6 emphasised the need 

to identify their objectives. Group 1 highlighted the significance of defining specific aims for each partner, 

whereas groups 5 and 6 underscored the need for each partner to agree on roles and responsibilities. 
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Group 6 also suggested that decisions should be made collectively on matters that require joint agreement 

but not necessarily in all cases, provided that the partners had mutually agreed upon them. 

Managing time 

Almost all the groups mentioned the issue of time management. Group 4 highlighted the importance of 

open communication and ensuring a shared understanding of time among the partners. Several groups also 

emphasised the need to allocate sufficient time for various partnership processes to unfold. For example, 

Group 1 identified trust as an overarching ingredient of a good partnership that required time to build. 

Group 4 emphasised the importance of allowing time for reflection, and Group 6 highlighted the need to 

dedicate ample time to partnership building, even under time constraints. Groups 4 and 6 also pointed out 

the necessity of allocating sufficient time to address practical matters and understand institutional 

requirements.  

In addition, several groups underscored the importance of fostering long-lasting and impactful 

partnerships. Group 3 highlighted continuity, sustainability, and long-term planning as essential to a good 

partnership. Group 5 viewed partnerships as long-term investments, suggesting that good partnerships 

should have a long-term impact. Group 4 identified long-term commitment as a critical ingredient, implying 

that commitment to the partnership should be embedded in its institutional structure, with skills and 

knowledge transfer requiring long-term commitment.  

The groups also stressed the need to delimit and respect time constraints. Group 4 highlighted the 

importance of starting the collaboration on time and establishing agreed-upon deadlines. Group 5 

identified a sense of urgency as crucial for good partnerships, recommending the provision of conditions 

that are conducive to facilitating efficient work and generating rapid results. 

Funding management 

Several groups brought attention to funding in terms of both planning and time. Considering the 

importance of durability and sustainability, groups 3 and 4 stressed the necessity of careful budgeting to 

secure sufficient financial resources covering all stages of the partnership. Group 6 also emphasised the 

need to consider the funding agency’s requirements during the planning process. Group 1 further pointed 

out the necessity of addressing the issue of North–South inequalities in funding instruments that greatly 

affect partnerships and joint decision making. 

Flexibility 

Being flexible and able to adjust when necessary were also characteristics that several groups highlighted. 
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Group 4 noted that partners should remember to allocate time to uncertainties. This seems to relate to the 

concept of flexibility as written down by groups 3 and 6, both of which emphasised the need to allow space 

for changes and to remain open to taking new directions in the partnership. Both groups also stressed the 

importance of adaptation in partnership building. 

Relational dimension 

Knowing and understanding one’s partner and each other’s contexts  

Most groups underscored the importance of understanding prospective partners and their respective 

contexts. Groups 1, 5 and 6 stressed the need to learn about partners’ interests, needs and challenges to 

build good relationships. Group 6 pointed out that partners should recognise and value potential 

differences in perspectives. Group 2, in turn, suggested that technology alone was not sufficient to foster 

partnerships and that partners should become acquainted through alternative means. Group 5 referred to 

the importance of visiting overseas partners to gain a first-hand understanding of their respective countries 

and contexts. Group 2 also recommended building personal connections between partners. 

According to the groups, it is crucial for partners to understand each other’s institutional contexts. Groups 

2, 3 and 6 pointed out that familiarisation among partners was an integral step in understanding their 

context. Group 2 also stressed the need to become acquainted with the partner institution. Group 6 

suggested dedicating time to understanding institutional requirements, and Group 3 mentioned the 

necessity of understanding bureaucratic processes, including visa-related requirements.  

Moreover, Group 4 referred to the importance of understanding each other’s backgrounds and local 

contexts. Being able to understand the partner country’s capacity and infrastructure was mentioned by 

Group 5, whereas Group 6 specified the need to understand political limitations. Group 5 further indicated 

the importance of cultural understanding and suggested involving individuals who were familiar with both 

partner countries. Listening to the partner to gain a deeper understanding was also emphasised by Group 

4. Group 2, in turn, focused their reflection on building a healthy relationship with the partner and 

mentioned the competences required to achieve this, such as intercultural competence, patience and 

tolerance. Uniquely, this board highlighted the need to develop the relevant skills to make partnerships 

effective. Further reflection on the skills required to enable partnership development would be beneficial. 

Valuing partners’ views and expertise 

Most groups agreed that valuing partners’ unique views and expertise was essential for fostering good 

partnerships. Groups 1 and 6 emphasised the importance of respecting each other’s perspectives and 

valuing what each partner contributed to the collaboration. In addition, groups 3 and 5 suggested 
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incorporating input from various actors to enhance the partnership: Group 3 recommended including 

actors from various levels, such as students, faculty members, and leadership, whereas Group 5 advocated 

leveraging the specific skills of individual actors, including alumni. 

Open and regular communication 

All six groups recognised and highlighted the crucial role of communication in partnerships in facilitating 

the realisation of the other essential elements mentioned above. The need for open and regular 

communication throughout the partnership process was emphasised, including planning, becoming 

acquainted, sharing views and expertise, and agreeing on practical matters. Group 3 further stressed the 

importance of establishing agreed-upon methods of communication encompassing both formal and 

informal channels, and Group 5 suggested that all partners should be actively involved in communication.  

Agreeing on how to work with external stakeholders  

Several groups highlighted the need to consider the role of external stakeholders and maintain meaningful 

communication with them. Group 6 suggested that partners should collectively determine how to engage 

with key stakeholders, for example whereas Group 1 pointed out the importance of goodwill and 

governmental support, emphasising the need for effective communication between partner countries at 

the government level through embassies. Group 1 further remarked that government involvement could 

significantly affect the availability of resources and funding for partnerships, the prioritisation of goals and 

partners’ capacity for action. 

Towards developing and sustaining good partnerships ─ butterfly model 

Having reflected on the analytical process and related discussions, we propose a metaphorical model for 

developing and sustaining good South–North HE partnerships (Figure 3). Metaphors extend beyond 

language; they are the process of understanding and experiencing one concept in terms of another 

(Temmerman, 2021). Thus, a metaphorical model enables us to grasp new facts, situations, or processes by 

drawing on analogies with what we already understand. Through this reasoning, unfamiliar concepts 

become more accessible and meaningful (Temmerman, 2021).  

The partnership is depicted as a maturing, developing butterfly with two institutional wings connected by 

various relationships. The beautiful symmetry of the butterfly visualises the often ideal and even naive 

expectations of what partnerships should be like, while its fragility highlights the need for care and 

sensitivity to changing conditions. Similar to a creature transforming from an egg to a caterpillar, chrysalis 

and finally an adult, the metaphor illustrates the multiple stages of partnership building, during which 

developmental milestones must be reached before healthy relationships can emerge. Yet, it is quite 
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common for the process of transformation to include unexpected and complex events that leave an imprint 

on the development of the partnership. 

Figure 3. Formation of good South–North partnerships in higher education: The butterfly model 

 

Using the butterfly metaphor, the model highlights the convergence of two entities – each represented by 

the butterfly’s wings – illustrating how diverse educational institutions (aligned with SDG4) and their 

partners (aligned with SDG17) can collaborate effectively. Similar to partnerships, butterflies are unique 

living creatures that experience various kinds of growth and pains along the way that may threaten their 

development if not addressed. They evolve in specific contexts and at particular times. The two wings 

symbolise partnering institutions, each rooted in social and organisational contexts, guided by strategies 

and organisational ways of working, values and principles essential for partnership formation. The 

interconnected parts of the wings represent the elements needed for the butterfly to fly. The 

interconnected relationships forming the body of the butterfly symbolise not only collaboration, but also 

the dynamic negotiation of salience. Just as the wings must balance to enable flight, partnerships must 

recognise and adjust to asymmetries in power, legitimacy, and urgency. Partnerships, similar to butterflies, 

may lack perfect balance, making flight challenging. Butterflies are inherently vulnerable, just as 

partnerships are susceptible to various obstacles and environmental changes. Thus, the partnership can 

only thrive when conditions (institutional frameworks etc.) are conducive; otherwise, its development will 

become problematic and delayed, or it will eventually cease to exist.  

The butterfly’s transformation from an egg to a caterpillar chrysalis and, finally, an adult also reflects the 

stages of partnership development. Discussions about successful partnerships often tend to focus on 

tangible outputs such as funded projects, memoranda of understanding, publications, and numbers of 
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beneficiaries. However, local-level transformations and concealed processes often remain invisible, rather 

similar to the unseen stages of metamorphosis. Not all eggs or caterpillars reach adulthood, symbolising 

the fragility, complexities, limitations, and frames inherent in partnership development.  

We recognise the challenges of creating a model or framework that reflects the diverse realities, contexts, 

and understandings of partnerships. Our butterfly model aims to foster robust partnerships that advance 

SDG4 and SDG17 by suggesting relevant elements while emphasising the need for context-specific 

negotiations and agreements. Defining indicators and conceptualisations should be a collaborative, dialogic 

effort. While our model is primarily based on dialogues between Finnish HEIs and their African partners as 

well as dialogues among the authors, limiting its universal applicability, it resonates with lessons from 

literature and experiences of good partnerships (Woldegiorgis & Scherer, 2019; KFPE, 2018). However, we 

acknowledge the need for further research, testing and refinement across contexts. 

Discussion 

This study captured the perceptions of individuals within institutions and partnerships engaged in 

collaboration and co-creative processes. It underscores the importance and interplay of both organisational 

and relational dimensions in fostering good, meaningful partnerships. While institutions play a crucial role 

in driving and supporting collaborative initiatives, individual efforts in immediate surroundings are equally 

meaningful. Additionally, individual perspectives reveal how epistemic hegemonies can be challenged 

through continuous dialogue and co-creative practices. Embracing diverse perspectives within knowledge 

communities enriches collaborative processes and strengthens partnerships.  

The findings indicate diverse starting points for reflecting on partnerships. We suggest further exploration 

of how various factors, such as positionalities, professional backgrounds, geographic locations, institutional 

affiliations and theoretical frameworks, shape perceptions of what constitutes good partnerships. Thus far, 

it has been evident that the dimensions, definitions, and characteristics of partnerships are interconnected 

and often overlap in practice. This serves as a reminder to consider both organisational and relational 

aspects and to give them equal value when reflecting on and developing partnerships. Returning to the 

metaphor of the butterfly, we acknowledge the uniqueness and fragility of each butterfly and of each 

partnership. Technical structures and agreements are rarely sufficient to form genuine, sustained 

partnerships. The butterfly model reminds us of the dimensions and layers of partnerships reaching beyond 

their technical arrangements and can be used to facilitate discussions on partnership development. We 

believe that it is important to continue analysing the factors that enable certain partnerships to flourish and 

grow into high-flying, mutually beneficial and rewarding drivers of action. The butterfly model can help 

create research designs that capture the diverse elements of partnerships, including the differences 
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between partners and where interests and motivations can meet. Echoing the social constructivist 

perspective of how reality is (co-)constructed, this article sheds light on how individuals shape their social 

realities through ongoing dialogues and interactions, emphasising the significance of lived experiences and 

perceptions. Individuals cannot escape their personal rationalities or the perceptions through which their 

everyday lives are established: This can create tensions within different knowledge communities and social 

encounters, such as partnership dialogues. Examining those social moments from a dialogical perspective 

allowed us to find a framework where multi-voiced realities meet, co-exist and organise socially shared 

knowledge (Marková, 2016). 

Several critical matters relate to developing and sustaining partnerships. First, experiences and learning 

from HEI collaborations are not sufficiently integrated into these efforts, as Filho et al. (2018) noted. 

Organisational barriers, such as inadequate funding and rigid bureaucratic systems, hinder flexibility and 

alternatives that are critical for good partnerships. Sustaining and transforming partnerships requires 

dialogues with academics from diverse socio–cultural and political backgrounds because ‘sustainability 

education is specifically promoted through the better understanding of different global issues related to 

sustainable development, such as extreme poverty, human rights, globalisation, equality issues, 

professional ethics and environmental challenges’ (Filho et al., 2018, p. 293). Therefore, understanding the 

socio–cultural and political realities of partners is a critical element in good partnerships. Exchanging 

contextually rich understandings and experiences can add value to discussions for structuring and 

transforming institutional partnerships.  

Second, this study strongly highlights the relational aspect of developing good partnerships. Critical self-

reflection and working on the social relations of development in everyday research engagement are 

important for decolonising knowledge and enhancing the relevance and impact of research (Keahey, 2020). 

There is no transformation, institutional, collective, or individual, without social interaction. Hence, HEI 

collaborations must place relationality at the heart of partnerships. It is important to ask not only whom we 

partner with but also how we partner with them. While SDG17 encourages partnerships, we must go 

further and ask what it means to engage as academics from diverse socio–political backgrounds in ways 

that are ethical, authentic, sustainable, and critical. This critical awareness of structural power dynamics 

(Keahey, 2020) and scrutiny of how knowledge is created form the basis for adopting a more ethical 

approach to HE partnerships. 

The views of good partnerships are informed by experience, positions, values, and ideals. This study was 

driven by actors committed to fostering equitable academic partnerships and exploring best practices 

corroborating with the core values of their institutional DNA. Throughout this process, the underlying 

principle was based on the premise that partnership, itself, is a core value of any collaboration, a principle 
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that consistently shaped the collaboration within the team. Hence, this study could be described as a series 

of partnerships based on the fundamental principles of working, learning together and co-creation, driven 

by conscious decisions and individual choices. Future researchers should further explore how positionalities 

shape partnership development. 

The findings underscore the agency of individuals working within institutional partnerships and question 

the frequently rigid and externally driven one-way agenda(s) and processes. To advance sustainable 

development and address global challenges, it is crucial not to undermine the potential of small 

(knowledge) communities and networks of individuals, often with limited resources, which are engaged in 

Global South–North HE partnerships. The benefits of co-creation processes often remain at the individual 

or network level, enriching those involved. However, these benefits may fail to ‘contaminate’ the 

institutional level if not studied and understood as important for sustaining partnerships and connecting 

the local with the global. Future research is needed to explore how to harvest the learning that takes place 

within partnership communities and use it to inform, critically reflect on and transform institutional 

partnerships and engagement practices. 

Conclusion 

Previous research has referred to the need to actively challenge power asymmetries in North–South 

partnerships to ensure more equitable participation. This study highlights that investigating components of 

stakeholder salience, such as power and its imbalances, requires participants to develop an in-depth 

understanding of one another’s contexts. Eventually, equitable and reciprocal partnerships should be 

viewed not just as informative but as relational processes that are guided by principles of equity, mutuality, 

appreciation, and genuine interest to learn from each other. To achieve this, participants must engage in 

self-reflection, critically examining their prejudices, biases and the colonial thinking that often underpin 

South–North partnerships. Actively challenging one’s own thinking is essential for building mutuality. We 

suggest that active partnerships should extend beyond merely adhering to institutional frameworks 

unidirectionally. Instead, they should aim to inform and transform institutional frameworks and processes 

through reciprocal, two-way exchanges. This getting-to-know-you process should extend beyond formal 

institutional arrangements and engage partners in genuine dialogue that enhances understanding and 

appreciation of each other’s contexts and expertise. This relational dimension often remains overlooked in 

practice.  

To encapsulate this idea, we present the butterfly metaphor as a generic framework within which to 

consider partnerships at their different stages, inviting colleagues to work with the metaphor and develop 

it. We suggest that building an equitable collaboration for sustainability transformation is a process of 
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qualitative maturation, advancement, and continuous co-construction rather than one of establishment, 

implementation, and facilitation with only goals that can be measured by metrics. We argue that impactful 

and meaningful partnerships contributing to sustainability transformation should be based on a vision that 

acknowledges the intertwined nature of organisational and relational aspects where all partners have an 

active agency in creating collaborative spaces and maintaining the processes.  

Creating space for partnership dialogue is necessary in that it facilitates global learning and the creation of 

context-relevant knowledge for social impact. This, in turn, reinforces the connection between SGD4 and 

SGD17. Furthermore, our analysis of the elements of good partnerships can contribute to strengthening the 

indicators for SDG17 by providing analytical tools for those working with and in global partnerships. 

Viewing partnerships as co-constructed, yet inherently fragile, relationships can increase the importance of 

HEI partnerships and encourage the development of more robust, mutually beneficial alliances for 

transforming HE towards sustainability. 
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