
 
 

  Page 1 
 
Policy Recommendations 
The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects 
the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained 
therein.  

  

  

Project number: 574832-EPP-1-2016-1-SI-EPPKA2-KA 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Document type: Deliverable 

Work package number:  5 

Version: 3 

Authors: Maria Salaru (Durham), Gregor Cerinsek (IRI UL), Sara Arko (Metronik), Dan Podjed (ZRC 
SAZU), Marrije Prins (VUA) 

Date: 1 October 2019 

Language: English 

Status: FINAL 

Dissemination level: PUBLIC 
The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not 

constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects the views only of the 

authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may 

be made of the information contained therein. 



 
 

  Page 2 
 
Policy Recommendations 
The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects 
the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained 
therein.  

The issue at the heart of the project  

The PEOPLE project addresses the following challenges for the European Union:  

⎯ the underemployment of European graduates in sociology, psychology and anthropology fields;  

⎯ a lack of social science expertise in the sustainable living and energy sector; 

⎯ the need for better-engaged social science learning in Higher Education (HE). 

This document is set out according to those challenges by drawing on the experiences of PEOPLE project 

consortium and project teams. Each has contributed recommendations that align with their existing 

professional networks and spheres of interest. We see this document as having advisory value by 

outlining steps towards future people centred developments in research and learning. 

Underemployment of social science students  

In order to enhance the employability of our students, we paid particular attention to the kinds of 

knowledge and skills needed by our non-academic partners. In many cases, the research findings 

themselves have proved to be useful (see Impact Report). However, the focus of the project has not 

been on providing the non-academic partners with insights that have demonstrable impact (as 

consultants would), but in opening up conversations about the pedagogical importance of welcoming 

students into their work, and learning together to collaborate fruitfully.  

Students were encouraged to understand the workings of their partner organisations and think about 

where their research fitted in. They were allowed to take risks and wrong turns in order to learn by 

experience. Some projects produced more useful research than others, but all brought some new 

insight to each partner’s view of their own activities. The academic teams discouraged partners from 

viewing the student teams as though they were paid consultants. However, expectations were in some 

cases exceeded (see Impact report).  

We would like to emphasize the value of the social science research process to our partners, and to 

highlight the importance of creating similar collaborations in the future. As the project unfolded, we 

have witnessed the growth of our students’ confidence and awareness of their own skills - some are 

already working in the sustainability sector and credit the project for facilitating their professional 

growth. We have also noticed the increased appreciation on the side of our non-academic partners, 

who often state that they would happily employ a social scientist after such an experience (see 

Evaluation results). We recommend a continuation of such encouragement and training through similar 

projects. 

Lack of social science insight in environmental policy  

Given that the research projects are limited in scope and research participants, they cannot feed directly 

into environmental policy. The aim is for students to increase their capacity to offer and develop social 

science skills and perspectives and for employers to explore the role social scientists might play in their 

organisations and environmental policy more widely. Our non-academic partners have shown great 

appreciation for the first-hand qualitative data about “real people” in a field such as sustainability and 

the energy industry in particular, which is dominated by quantitative data such as sustainability. 
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The need for engaged social science learning in Higher Education 

During the two Learning Cycles, we have focused particularly on the third element of the challenge 

through our teaching and research planning. Our successful work stands as an example in our 

departments and we hope to create a sustainable flow of similar projects, provided the departments 

provide support. We recommend the engagement of governmental institutions involved in planning and 

funding research projects – where possible, such institutions are mentioned in each national case study 

below. 

Recommendations  

The following recommendations refer to each country’s particular institutional structures, but the core 

ideas can be applied across countries.  
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1 SLOVENIA 

Cross-disciplinary and cross-departmental cooperation should be supported on policy, strategic and 

practice levels.  

Support from national science and education policy makers and funding institutions’ of paramount 

importance to 1) promote interdisciplinary, applied research projects; 2) support cooperation of SSH 

with business, industry, and public sector in teaching and learning; and 3) influence the public 

perception of the applicability of social sciences and humanities. The key institutions to involve are the 

Ministry for Higher Education, Science, and Sports (Directorate for higher education) and the National 

Research and Development Agency (ARRS). Prioritising these aims are intended to achieve: 1) modify 

the national social goals/priorities to include SSH in relevant areas; 2) increase funding for inter/trans-

disciplinary research; and 3) support intersectoral, crossdisciplinarity in education.  

University of Ljubljana management and administration should enable cooperation by academics across 

faculties and between individual departments within the faculties. Managerial support is critical for 

establishing cross-disciplinary courses based on people-centred development and problem- and 

project-based learning, in cooperation with external partners (industry, public sector, NGOs etc.). The 

key goal in any institution is to explore the most viable administrative, legal and financial means for 

promoting such courses.  

As there is a general lack of knowledge and awareness of problem-based learning approaches and 

People-centred development (PCD) among teaching staff at Social science and humanities (SSH) 

departments, trainings for HEI staff should be organised at departmental or on faculty level (Faculty of 

Arts, Faculty of Social Sciences …).  

It is beneficial to connect with organisations, agencies, and institutes that deal with graduate 

employability, innovation, entrepreneurship etc., to promote interdisciplinary research and cooperation 

of SSH students/researchers with business, industry, public administration, or NGOs. For example, the 

supporting organisations within the University of Ljubljana (UL) system would be Ljubljana University 

Incubator, Social Entrepreneurship Centre at UL, UL Career Centres. In addition, there are several 

organisations, in which UL is a member, that could contribute to this cause, e.g. Regional Development 

Agency of the Ljubljana Urban Region. The goal is to agree on mutual activities, which would promote 

interdisciplinary research, problem-based learning, PCD, etc., through training programmes, promo 

events, links with external (industry) partners etc. 

Support from industry/business clusters and organisations enhances engagement of SSH 

students/researchers in problem-based learning and applied research. Links with e.g. the Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry should be strengthened. Chamber members could be involved in PCD/PBL 

courses. 

Challenge Policy Arena Recommendation Stakeholders 

Low level of 

interdisciplinary 

cooperation 

University system, 

structure, strategy 

Cross-disciplinary course, 

inter-departmental, 

involving PCD, 

centralised/offered by 

independent (outside of 

University 

management, 

administration, faculty 

management & admin 
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faculties) body (in our 

case e.g. IRI UL) 

Lack of strategic support 

from government / 

national structures for 

intersectoral, 

interdisciplinary 

education 

HE policy arena, HE 

funding 

Planning a specific 

scheme in HE policy and 

funding for intersectoral 

education 

(interdisciplinary, 

transdisciplinary) 

Ministry for HE, 

University management 

& admin 

Lack of problem-based 

learning (PBL) 

approaches with direct 

involvement of external 

stakeholders (industry, 

business, municipality, 

NGOs) 

Curriculum, teaching 

and learning processes 

 

 

Introduce HE staff to PBL, 

benefits of PBL, show the 

added value of concrete 

PEOPLE approach & 

methodology, added 

value, ways to integrate in 

existing courses 

University, Faculties, 

Departments, HE 

teachers, external 

partners (Chamber of 

Commerce & industry, 

employers’ 

associations, local 

government, UNI 

career centres etc) 

Social sciences and 

humanities are excluded 

from key national social 

development 

goals/priorities. 

Intensifying the 

stereotypical image of 

what SSH can do, how is 

valuable, useful  

National social 

goals/priorities set up by 

the SLO Ministry of 

Education, Science, 

National research & 

development agency 

(ARRS – Slo) 

Demonstrate the added 

value of people-centred 

development approaches, 

which could be offered by 

SSH. Modification of 

existing priorities.  

SLO Ministry of 

Education, Science, 

National research & 

development agency 

(ARRS – Slo) 

Public image & 

awareness of SSH value, 

practical applicability is 

insufficient, often 

incorrect 

Science communication, 

promotion of SSH 

SSH science 

communication, PEOPLE 

project activities: 

sustainability cafes, 

engagement with media, 

promo activities, best 

practices dissemination, 

“lobby meetings” 

SSH departments, 

research agencies, 

industry & government 

agencies, relevant 

ministries, media  
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2 The United Kingdom 

In the UK, we recommend increasing the visibility of people-centred approaches in academia through 

the following steps:  

[1.] Continue engagement with Higher Education Academy (HEA) to promote the PEOPLE methodology; 

the team already conducted a workshop during the HEA STEM Conference and has made links with 

a core group of professionals interested in the project.  

[2.] Create links with other European universities working on energy and the environment through the 

European Universities Association (EUA); the team is presenting on the project during EUA’s 

Clustering event in Durham in September 2019. 

[3.] Continue to build a strong UK-based community of anthropologists and other social scientists using 

people-centred development.  For example, the team has so far organised workshops at the 

Conference of the Association of Social Anthropologists (ASA) on two occasions  

We recommend continuing the collaboration with Durham County Council (DCC) and its Low Carbon 

Economy team, and we will do our best to facilitate such collaborations in the future, by drawing on 

local and national funding sources. We also recommend reaching out to the Association for Public 

Service Excellence and/or Local Government Association to encourage them to work with researchers, 

students, and academics in collaborative and innovative projects that can assist with Local Authority 

objectives. With their support, we could continue working with the DCC, who have expressed a firm 

interest. 

We also suggest a strengthened relationship with local businesses, through contact with: Business 

Durham, North-East Chamber of Commerce, Local Enterprise Partners (Northern Tyne Authority). For 

this purpose, a small package of project materials can be devised (toolkit, industry perspective, etc.) to 

showcase the research projects and to introduce the project’s methodology. 

Additionally, links with local businesses can be enhanced through collaboration with Durham 

University’s Careers Service, who already established long-term links with many local businesses. 

However, they struggle in their collaboration with the University’s departments, at times not managing 

to establish links. PEOPLE team members have discussed these issues with Careers Service and have 

provided them with project materials that will be made available to students using the Careers Service. 

A funding application for has been put through in order to pursue this collaboration in the future (see 

Sustainability Model for similar initiatives throughout the project).  

Challenge Policy Arena Recommendation Stakeholders 

Lack of visibility of 

people-centred 

projects in academia 

Education Engage with the Higher 

Education Academy (HEA) and 

build on their STEM project to 

promote the PEOPLE 

methodology; continue the 

participation in ASA 

conferences and create links 

with colleagues in the UK; talk 

on the 23rd 

Universities, HEA, 

students 
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Lack of people-centred 

approaches in local 

businesses 

Enterprise Collaborate with Business 

Durham, North-East Chamber 

of Commerce, Local Enterprise 

Partners (Northern Tyne 

Authority) 

Universities, 

Businesses 

Little collaboration 

between universities 

and local councils  

Education Association for Public Service 

Excellence or Local 

Government Association: 

encourage working with 

researchers, students, and 

academics at the leading edge 

of collaborative and innovative 

projects that can assist with 

Local Authority objectives. 

Local authority, 

universities 

Lack of people-centred 

approaches in local 

governance 

Local governance Increase local governments’ 

focus on People centred 

development in the design of 

projects through continued 

collaboration with the Low 

Carbon Economy Team and 

expand in other sections of the 

Durham County Council 

Academia, Local 

Authority, citizens, LGA 

Disconnect between 

departments and the 

careers service  

Education Durham University Careers 

Service involvement – pass on 

toolkit and methodology and 

help edit them and print them 

out for use with students; 

Collaborate with the ESRC 

Business Boost officer and 

provide them with PEOPLE 

materials  

University, students, 

non-academic partners  
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3 The Netherlands 

The use of Social Sciences research methods in general and ethnography and Participatory Action 

Research in particular in the context of the Dutch energy transition should be supported. 

The Dutch National government requires Dutch municipalities to engage residents in the Dutch Energy 

Transition. To enable Dutch residents to actively participate in this transition, the Dutch government (on 

a national and municipal level) should support social science research methods in research and 

development projects (that are being undertaken) by establishing a consortia of knowledge institutes 

and public and private stakeholders. On a national level the support of the Dutch Research Council 

(NWO), an independent directive body with a legally established mission and tasks under the 

responsibility of the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, is instrumental in this. On a municipal 

level the support of the Association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG) is important as it facilitates 

municipalities with the exchange of knowledge and experience regarding the implementation of 

national and local policies. 

If Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam as a knowledge institute wants to be of added value for societal issues 

such as the Dutch Energy Transition, it should support research that takes on a people-centred 

interdisciplinary and cross-organisational approach and as such engage with relevant non-academic 

stakeholders. In the context of the Dutch Energy Transition, the support of the VUA based Amsterdam 

Sustainability Institute would be instrumental.  

If VUA’s faculties of Social Sciences wants to promote the added value of social sciences for societal 

issues in the Dutch, European and global context, they should support research that takes on a people-

centred interdisciplinary and cross-organisational approach and engages with non-academic 

stakeholders. In the context of the Dutch Energy Transition the support of the VUA based Institute for 

Societal Resilience would be helpful. 

The Dutch Energy Transition can be seen as a national ‘wicked problem’ that can only be solved by a 

people-centred interdisciplinary and cross-organisational approach. Support for such an approach 

through the use of co-creative research and collaboration should come from stakeholders such as the 

Dutch national government, municipalities, grid operators and other relevant energy intermediaries. 

Instrumental support in this context should come from Topsector Energy (TSE), which is the driving force 

behind innovations that are necessary for the transition to an affordable, reliable and sustainable energy 

system. 

Challenge Policy arena Recommendation Stakeholders 

Civilian 
participation 

Dutch 
governmental 
level 

Support Social Sciences 
research methods in 
general and Ethnography 
and Participatory Action 
Research in particular in 
research and development 
projects (that are being 
undertaken) by (consortia 
of) knowledge institutes, 
public and private 
stakeholders. 

NWO & VNG 
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Being of added 
value for society 

Dutch 
organizational 
level  

Support (societally relevant) 
research that takes on a 
people centred 
interdisciplinary and cross-
organisational approach 
and as such engages with 
relevant non-academic 
stakeholders. 

VUA - Amsterdam 
Sustainability Institute 

Promoting added 
value of social 
sciences for society 

Dutch 
organizational 
level 

Support Social Sciences 
research methods in 
general and Ethnography 
and Participatory Action 
Research in particular in 
research and development 
projects (that are being 
undertaken) by (consortia 
of) knowledge institutes, 
public and private 
stakeholders. 

VUA Faculty of Social 
Sciences - Institute of 
Societal Resilience 

The Dutch energy 
transition as a 
‘wicked problem’ 

Dutch 
governmental and 
organizational 
level  

Engage with outside 
stakeholders and find out 
what skills are needed to for 
a successful transition.  
There is a need for more 
‘hybrid people’ – people 
who have a background in 
social sciences, but also 
have knowledge about 
organizational theory, 
technical knowledge, etc.  

NWO, VNG and 
Topsector Energy (TSE) 
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4 Czechia 

Departments of social science and humanities at Charles University should support cooperation 

between staff and users of the “products” of their research within existing methodological courses. 

Users of the research results should be primarily industrial, public and non-governmental bodies. The 

results of students’ projects should help to solve particular business issues or public-policy problems. 

Departments should provide administrative and organizational support to HEI instructors to facilitate 

collaboration with business and to engage students into real-life-problem-oriented projects. SSH 

departments of universities should organize trainings for staff in order to strengthen knowledge of how 

to conduct problem-oriented teaching. 

The Ministry of Education, together with representatives of universities, should try to identify missing 

parts of the “full-cycle-science” in HEI curricula and strengthen its practical / problem-oriented aspects. 

This may be done by accreditation committees which authorize new study programs. The Ministry of 

Industry and trade should collaborate more intensively with the Ministry of Education and universities 

in order to communicate the need for problem-oriented skills among social science graduates and help 

to incorporate these skills into early stages of the higher education process. 

Any cooperation between universities and business, municipalities and government should be properly 

advertised to make visible the added value of social science expertise to solving problems experienced 

by business and public organisations. Publicity surrounding successful cooperation between business 

and university teachers and students can help to inspire the private sector to adopt similar types of 

cooperation. Publicity for problem-oriented projects and their outcomes should be required by research 

grant agencies. 

Departments of social science and humanities at Charles University should support teaching of business 

skills that facilitate both future employment and self-employment of graduates. Such an aspect of 

practical business education may also facilitate future communication of added value of social science 

expertise to business representatives. 

Research funding agencies, such as Czech Technological Agency should incorporate involvement of 

students into research projects as an evaluation criterion to help towards student engagement in 

research project during the early stages of their university education. 

Challenge Policy Arena Recommendation Stakeholders 

Students do not have 

practical experience with 

research 

Education No training data, indicators of 

applicability for courses, 

instructors encouraged to team 

up with external organizations 

(this can be a requirement) 

University department 

Students do not have 

experience with the full 

cycle of science 

Education Incorporate full-cycle-science 

concept into curricula; identify 

missing parts 

University department, 

Ministry of Education, 

Ministry of Industry and 

Trade 
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increase visibility of social 

sciences and value of their 

expertise 

Industry, self-

government 

bodies 

Publicize cooperation with 

universities; engage in such 

cooperation, because business 

wants to collaborate with state 

and self-government bodies for 

utilitarian reasons 

Professional 

organizations, City 

Councils 

Going beyond 

employment: self-

employment and start-

ups 

Education Incorporate this goal in 

curriculum/mission; show good 

examples; teach skills (even skill 

to connect to people who can do 

this) 

University, ministry, 

student bodies 

Students do not have 

practical experience with 

research 

Research 

funding 

agencies 

Incorporate participation of 

students into evaluation criteria 

for research 

Research funding 

agencies, especially for 

applied science 
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Conclusion and next steps 

The steps above are important to consider, but are difficult to achieve without funding and institutional 

support. The success of the PEOPLE Project reveals the great potential of collaborations and stands as 

an encouragement for future initiatives. However, the project also reveals difficulties in setting up and 

promoting such people-centred collaborations (see Evaluation documents). With this in mind, we advise 

great care and patience in setting up similar projects and promoting people-centred methodologies. 

The afore-mentioned support could come from a follow-up project or through local initiatives. When 

approaching possible external partners educators should keep the following in mind: 

⎯ The value of the research process: the PEOPLE project has had a significant impact (for a detailed 

listing, please see the Impact Table). However, in approaching the kinds of institutions listed above, 

we recommend emphasizing the need for clear expectations about what each partner can bring to 

the table: the research process might engender new findings, but might also simply reveal what is 

already known1.   

⎯ A student-run research project will provide a detached perspective, as they are not paid consultants. 

There is a tendency among consultants to produce convenient findings that match the expectations 

of the companies/ institutions that commission them.  

⎯ It is important that the research project be short enough to be useful to the non-academic partner 

(so that the potentially useful input can be put into practice) – a common preconception about 

collaborations with academia is the lengthy process. 

⎯ The greatest challenge in the future will be resource-related. Who will pay or use their own 

resources to host students in their companies? We recommend approaching institutions that have 

a budget for consultancy projects and convincing them to set aside a small part of that budget for a 

people-centred project. 

⎯ Once the PEOPLE project results are disseminated according to the guidance above, we recommend 

establishing a single point of contact within the university. 

All in all, our project re-affirms the need for and value of people-centred approaches for industry and 

other external partners. Although challenging, it is important to find financial resources and institutional 

support.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 For instance, Durham County Council has told us that the efficacy and simplicity of findings meant that the 
students sometimes revealed things that they knew themselves, but had not crystalized properly before (such as 
the importance of having working charging points for electric vehicles and not more charging points). 
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Abbreviations 

CCC: Co-creation Camp 

CUNI: Charles University in Prague 

EACEA: Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency 

EASME: Executive Agency for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 

EU: European Union 

HE: Higher Education 

HEI: Higher Education Institution  

IRI UL: Institute for Innovation and Development of University of Ljubljana 

LC: Learning cycle 

PBL: Problem-based learning 

PCD: People-Centred Development 

PLC: PEOPLE Learning Cycle 

SSH: Social Science and Humanities 

STEM: Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths 

UL: University of Ljubljana 

VU / VUA: Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 

ZRC SAZU: Research Centre of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts 

 


