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The CIVIS European Alliance

Civic/Societal Engagement: Connecting Universities with local and global communities

Doctoral Experiences across the CIVIS Alliance: Opportunities and Challenges
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In Summary
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As one of the first 17 European Universities, CIVIS has been a trailblazer in the 
development of European University Alliances. Since 2017, we have been working to 
create an inter-university campus connecting our member universities. This ambitious 
project aims to:

• Boost mobility for students, academics and administrative staff
• Strengthen collaboration among researchers, companies, NGOs and other actors to 

address society’s most pressing challenges

Together, we are designing a new university model that is inclusive, diverse and 
deeply rooted in civic engagement, paving the way for a more connected and 
responsible European higher education landscape

European University Alliances
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The CIVIS Universities
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One of the defining and original 
characteristics of the CIVIS alliance 
is the recognition of civic 
engagement as a core institutional 
value and a central pillar of its 
educational and societal 
integration. 

Civic/Societal Engagement
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Civic engagement is not treated as 
a complementary activity, but 
rather as a transformative approach 
that permeates education, research, 
innovation, and collaboration with 
various partners in the society. 

Civic/Societal Engagement
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This orientation reflects the 
ambition of the European 
Universities Initiative to create 
universities that are more open, 
participatory, and responsive to 
societal challenges, while 
reinforcing the role of students, 
academics, and staffs as active 
agents of social change.

Civic/Societal Engagement
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Thinking together

Reflect on your 
own PhD 

experience

What were your 
academic hopes?

What were your 
hopes for societal 

(considered 
broadly) impact?

How did these 
balance each 

other?

Was this 
satisfactory for 

you? Why/Why 
not?

What might you 
do differently 

now?
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CIVIS Structures supporting Civic Engagement

Open Lab 
projects
 

BIPs
Joint 

Doctoral 
Programmes
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CIVIS Open Labs is where universities and 
communities converge. The Open Labs lie at the 
heart of the CIVIS mission to connect academia 
with wider society. Each CIVIS university has an 
Open Lab, supporting projects and partnerships 
through the lenses of research and education.

Each Open Lab has a dedicated 
coordinator who is the first point of contact for 
enquiries. The Open Labs organize a regular 
open funding call address to the CIVIS 
Community to support collaborative projects.

CIVIS Open Labs
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• https://civis.eu/en/discover-civis-alliance/our-work/open-labs-civic-engagement/c-i-v-i-s-sustainability-
challenge-an-interdisciplinary-learning-initiative-for-real-world-impact 

• Participation takes place through open calls, preparatory learning modules, onsite 48-hour ‘hakathon’ 
challenges, mentoring sessions, and a hybrid inter-university final. Approximately 20–50 students per university 
are typically involved in local challenges, with finalists advancing to the final CIVIS-wide event.

• Addressing the growing need for hands-on, socially responsible education that bridges teaching, research, and 
societal impact, the project engages students from diverse disciplines to work alongside local stakeholders, 
such as NGOs, municipalities, and civil society organisations, in an intensive 48-hour challenge, combining 
academic knowledge, civic engagement, and innovation. Promising solutions will be encouraged to further 
develop through incubators and mentoring programmes.

An example Open Lab Project: C.I.V.I.S Sustainability Challenge: 

an interdisciplinary learning initiative for real-world impact
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• Combines online teaching with a short study-abroad experience
• A CIVIS BIP corresponds to at least 3 and up to 9 ECTS credits
• All CIVIS BIPs are developed to respond to one of the 5 CIVIS challenges. These 

are some of the biggest issues facing our societies and our world:
• Health
• Cities, Territories and Mobility
• Climate, Environment, Energy
• Digital and Technological Transformations
• Societies, Culture and Heritage

• Each BIP is developed, organised and taught by academics at three or more CIVIS 
member universities, with an emphasis on interdisciplinary teaching and learning

Blended Intensive Programmes (BIPs)
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An example BIP: Co-creating Urban Futures
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Joint Doctoral Programmes

• Developed as a result of Erasmus+ pilot projects
• Launching mid-2026
• Automatically recognised across the EU
• Awarded jointly (where possible)
• Based on common, transferable criteria
• Providing a common European identity and sense of belonging

European Commission ‘joint European degree’

• Sharing opportunities for doctoral and early-career researchers
• Developing shared doctoral programmes 
• Enhancing the skills of early-career researchers
• Ensuring the sustainability and reputation of joint and shared programmes

Within CIVIS:
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• Collaborative platform bringing together academics, 
curators, custodians and museum educators

• Aiming to foster meaningful dialogue, critical reflection 
and innovative partnerships

• Bridging the divide between museums and universities
• Initiatives:

• ‘Generating roadmaps for research in museums’ online event
• ‘Decolonising University Museum Collections’ project re-

evaluating and re-interpreting collections
• 3 consecutive BIPs on ‘Challenging Museums: Rethinking 

Institutional Norms and Practices’
• CIVIS Museum University Forum Moodle platform

An example of joint doctoral working: the CIVIS 
Museum University Forum

https://civis.eu/en/discover-civis-alliance/our-
work/CIVIS-Museum-University-Forum
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Opportunities

Embedded mobility
Cultural and linguistic explorations
Local to global pathways

Blended modalities

Innovative pedagogy
Participatory approaches
Experiential learning

Challenge-based education

Credits and Recognition
ECTS 
Assessment

Digital credential sharing
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Challenges

Infrastructure
Institutional regulations
Sharing research data
Reporting and assessment

Local to global context
Relationship building
Community expectations
Regional priorities

Resourcing Balancing research, training, and relationships
Movement between campuses

Methodologies and expectations around ‘knowledge’ in traditional 
academic settings
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Thinking Together

Share your reflections on the 
examples given in three words only.

What do you notice about your 
choice of words?

What questions do the examples 
given raise for you?

Are these unique to your institution, 
or do they apply more broadly?
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