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Abstract: 
 
Purpose: This research seeks to explore the development of "social innovation (SI)" research 
within Higher Education Institutions context (HEIs) 
 
Design/methodology/approach: The paper explores academic databases (Web of 
Science/Scopus/Sage), to identify relevant papers focused on SI. Using a Systematic Literature 
Review (SLR) with narrative-assessment approach, the ‘VOSviewer’ tool is employed to analyze 
relationships between themes/subthemes related to SI in HEIs. Additionally, Excel’s polynomial-
trendline feature is used to track publication numbers over time. 
 
Findings: The research identified five themes related to HEIs and SI trends, each exposing 
important aspects of higher education and SI, including "Sustainable Development; Social 
Entrepreneurship; Digital Transformation; Research; and Innovation Culture." The research also 
identifies best practices of global universities and their SI programmes across 19 topics, including 
changes in publication volume since 1996. 
 
Practical implications: The SLR reveals research gaps related to HEIs and SI trends that require 
further investigation. Each of these areas gives scholars/practitioners opportunities for in-depth 
investigation.  
 
Social implications: Findings encourage global HEIs to implement SI, become acquainted with 
the present themes and the programmes conducted by HEIs, to recognise the importance of SI 
trends, and to fill HE provision gaps around SI. 
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Originality/value: This paper contributes to knowledge on the promotion of SI in HEIs and 
sustainable development, whilst identifying gaps for further research. 
 
Keywords: HEIs, Social Innovation, Sustainable Development, Social Entrepreneurship, Digital 
Transformation, Innovation Culture. 
 
Paper type: Research paper 
 
I. Introduction 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the essential requirement for HEIs to cultivate resilience, 
which primarily involves their transformation towards proactive involvement with public, private, 
and governmental stakeholders (Bui et al., 2021). Social innovation (SI) is defined in this paper as 
innovative activities and services that strive to meet social issues (Mulgan, 2006, p. 146). Further, 
social innovation is centred on the empowerment of disadvantaged groups (Mulgan, 2019) through 
the restructuring of cultural, normative or regulative practices in society, in order to enhance 
collective power (Heiscala, 2007). 
 
HEIs play a crucial role in fostering SI by serving as knowledge producers (Carayannis and 
Campbell, 2012), disseminators and anchor institutions in their communities (Haddow and Brodie, 
2023). HEIs have significantly improved their frameworks and implementations of SI in recent 
years, linked to their mission to inspire innovation by linking education, research, and 
collaboration with social transformation like entrepreneurship (SDG7s) (Mulgan, 2019). SI 
initiatives at HEIs have recently increased through strategic centres supporting social innovation 
(Feijóo-Quintas et al., 2024), through a cyclical process, where cross-collaboration plays a crucial 
role in advancing sustainability (Dare et al., 2023). This suggests that incorporating social 
commitments into the strategic goals of HEIs is important for HE development (García-Aracil et 
al., 2023).  
 
UNESCO (2017) urges educational institutions to adopt competency-based education to promote 
SDG learning, lifelong learning, and equip future generations for global challenges (SDG4). HEIs 
have emerged as key players in generating Social Innovation (SI) (Mdleleni, 2022), solving 
societal challenges (Goulart et al., 2021), for example, SDG1 (No Poverty), SDG4 (Quality 
Education), and SDG10 (Reduced Inequalities) through knowledge discovery, transdisciplinary 
work, community engagement, and capacity-building (Moulaert et al., 2013), as well as through 
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innovative business models that address social concerns and provide long-term sustainability in 
complicated situations (Scuotto et al., 2023).  
 
Despite the diverse approaches and structures of SI within HEIs, the mechanisms of knowledge 
exchange critical for enhancing innovation, remains underexplored (Iqbal, 2021). Further 
investigation is needed into the institutional frameworks – namely the policies, structures, 
partnerships, and cultural elements - that foster interdisciplinary collaboration and effectively 
translate research into solutions for societal challenges (Morsy et al., 2024). 
 
Thus, this research expands on these suggestions by looking into how universities are adapting to 
societal needs through innovative approaches, through two primary research questions. 
 

RQ1. Which findings and trends have arisen from research articles on social innovation 
frameworks in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) over time? 
RQ2. What are the best HEI practices for SI identified in research papers? 
 

This paper uses a systematic literature review (SLR) with narrative assessment approach identified 
to examine trends in SI and HEIs outlined in research articles, carefully analyzing and synthesizing 
existing research to uncover patterns and emerging themes. Serving as an extended literature 
review, it integrates theoretical and conceptual insights throughout the findings, discussion, and 
conclusion to identify key themes, and best HEI practices, before proposing a research framework 
for advancing SI in HEIs. 
  
II. Methodology design 
 
This research conducted a detailed examination of the SI literature (Morsy et al., 2024). Using a 
systematic literature review (SLR) with a narrative assessment approach, is the most commonly 
used method for synthesizing SLR results (Paul and Criado, 2020). Additionally, Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) are widely adopted in 
meta-analyses, while Cochrane reviews follow a structured protocol that defines the review 
question, sets inclusion criteria, and manages the review process based on Web of Science (WOS), 
Scopus, Sage Journals to collect and analyse data in three steps as follows.  
 
1st Phase: extract peer-reviewed articles 
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The peer-review method, which originated in the 1700s, is an iterative approach aimed to maintain 
high standards in scientific writing while removing incorrect, misleading, or plagiarised 
information (Drozdz and Ladomery, 2024). Only peer-reviewed works with theoretical or 
empirical results were examined, as peer-reviewed work remains the most trustworthy benchmark 
of quality (Nicholas et al., 2015; Gisbert and Chaparro, 2023), as opposed to books and conference 
proceedings, which may receive less strict scrutiny (Deveugele and Silverman, 2017). 
 
Using search-strings notably, "loose phrase -"HEIs" and "Social Innovation," meant that the results 
must identify the two terms in a connected fashion and that wildcards and lemmatisation were 
enabled, implying both single and plural forms. To ensure data integrity, the authors used Excel’s 
"Highlight Duplicates" and "Remove Duplicates" functions to identify and eliminate duplicate 
documents across the three data sources based on similar titles. This approach helped us efficiently 
detect and remove redundant records. This process is outlined in the PRISMA diagram below. 
 
1: PRISMA diagram summarizing the screening of references on social innovation (SI) in higher 
education institutions (HEIs). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: (Page MJ, McKenzie JE et al., 2021) 
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Research papers were selected and article searches were conducted using Mendeley and Google 
Scholar.  
 
2nd Phase: Analysis tools 
 
Using the VOSviewer algorithm, a Java-based software programme that creates maps from 
network data for easy visualisation and exploration, this provided a network analysis of “Social 
Innovation” and HEIs”, displaying data item indicators of “total link strength” and “occurrences”. 
Clusters are used to organise items, with each representing a unique group of interconnected 
elements, that are used to understand the occurrence of these themes in the dataset, and how 
frequently terms related to "HEIs" and "SI" appear in publications.  
  
3rd Phase: Additional analysis method 
 
A polynomial trendline was used to calculate the number of HEI and SI publications from 1996 to 
2024 based on the extracted papers from the three sources outlined above. 
 
IV. Findings 
 
4.1. Increasing Publications on Social Innovation in Higher Education Institutions 
 
The study describes the growth of publications through time, synthesising data from three sources 
of documents. The chart below illustrates several peer-reviewed publications on "HEIs" and 
"Social Innovation" (refereed) from 1996 to 2024. Importantly, the quantity of papers about "HEIs" 
and "Social Innovation" has grown with time (R-squared=.49). However, the frequency of articles 
fluctuates.  
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Figure 2. The Growth of SI papers in HEIs, Authors’ work 2024 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes: Y: Frequency of articles/Polynomial,  
 
A polynomial trendline (PT) is a curved line that is used to show fluctuations in data. The 
dependent variable is the number of published papers, while the independent variable is the number 
of years between publications. The selected variables will determine which model is most suited 
to the data. With an R2=0.4907, the PT illustrates a small increase in research papers over time. 
This quadratic model accounts for approximately 49.07% of the variability in the number of 
publications. The remaining 50.93% is unexplained by the model, implying that there are other 
factors or fluctuations influencing publication numbers that cannot be accounted for. 
 
4.2. Social Innovation trends in HEI contexts 
 
This section aims to explore how trends have arisen from research articles on social innovation 
framework HEIs over time throughout WOS, Scopus, Sage Database using VOSviewer analysis 
as follows.  

§ VOSviewer analysis with the Web of Science (WOS) database 
When using VOSviewer approach with the Web of Science (WOS) database, it was discovered 
that "Social Innovation" (SI) at Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) is classified as Cluster 21 out 
of 45 clusters. It is linked to four key themes: “Social entrepreneurship, sustainable development, 
sustainability, innovation” with high occurrences and total link strength (see Figure 3 and Table I).  
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Figure 3. WOS themes SI in HEIs with subthemes, Authors’ work, 2024 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table I: SI & HEIs subthemes from WOS, Authors’ work, 2024 
 

No Keyword Occurrences Total link strength 
1 Social Innovation 236 179 
2 Higher Education 39 39 
3 Sustainable Development 28 34 
4 Social Entrepreneurship 28 30 
5 Sustainability 26 27 
6 Innovation 21 22 

 
§ VOSviewer analysis with the Scopus database 
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When the VOSviewer technique was used with Scopus database, "SI" at HEIs was discovered to 
be in Clusters 1 and 2 out of 5, which correspond to a theme: “Digital Transformation” with high 
occurrences and total link strength (see Figure 4 and Table II). 

 
 Figure 4. Scopus themes SI in HEIs with subthemes, Authors’ work, 2024 
 
Table II: SI & HEIs subthemes from Scopus, Authors’ work, 2024 
 

No Keyword Occurrences Total link strength 
1 Higher Education 16 8 
2 Higher Education Institutions 9 8 
3 Social Innovation 10 5 
4 Digital Transformation 5 4 

 
§ VOSviewer analysis with the Sage database 

Finally, using the VOSviewer algorithm on the Sage database indicated that "SI" at HEIs is placed 
in Clusters 1 and 3 out of 5 clusters, which are linked to two main themes: “Study, Research & 
Innovation Culture”. (see Figure 5 and Table III). 
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Figure 5. Sage themes SI in HEIs with subthemes, Authors’ work, 2024 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table III: SI & HEIs subthemes from Sage, Authors’ work, 2024 

No Keyword Occurrences Total link strength 
1 Innovation 23 0.86 
2 Study 14 0.86 
3 Research 9 1.22 
4 Innovation culture 7 0.86 
5 HEIs 6 0.32 

Table IV and Figure 6 describe the building of an SI framework for HEIs that incorporates 
"occurrence themes and subthemes" from the three sources converged.  
 
Table IV: Themes SI & HEIs, with subthemes, Authors work, 2024. 
No Source  Themes Subthemes Count 
1 WOS HEIs, SI Sustainable Development, Social Entrepreneurship, 

Sustainability, Innovation 
4 

2 Scopus HEIs, SI Digital Transformation 1 
3 Sage  Innovation  Study, Research, Innovation Culture 2 
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From the list above, themes with the similar or comparable meanings are rearranged, yielding the 
refined model of SI framework in HEIs presented below Figure. 
 
Figure 6. Refined model of SI research trends in HEIs, Authors’ works, 2024 
 

 
The next section will analyse trends within the five sub-themes to identify research advancements 
in social innovation within higher education institutions (HEIs), primarily based on references 
from 2019 to 2024, with a narrative analysis focusing on the state-of-the-art. 
4.2.1. Sustainable development of SI in HEIs 
 
Social innovation in HEIs focuses on three main streams of: curriculum transformation, 
community-university partnerships, and helix collaborations, emphasising the need for emerging 
countries to collaborate (Wu et al., 2023). Social innovation in higher education would be more 
sustainable if it examined the longitudinal impacts of new teaching methods from various 
perspectives and situations (Lake et al., 2022), incorporating communities to help students improve 
academically, professionally, and personally (Cornet et al., 2023). Integrating education for 
sustainable development (ESD) is critical for teachers, whilst adding entrepreneurship courses and 
problem-based learning (PBL) to the curriculum significantly improved students' learning in 
entrepreneurship innovation (Albareda-Tiana et al., 2019; Liao et al., 2023). Further, exploring 
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skill learning methodologies using PBL, learning in disability-related areas, independent work 
across Social Education, Early Childhood Development (ECD), and Pedagogy to identify student 
learning patterns, are also crucial (Fernández-Jiménez et al., 2019). Integrating Design Thinking 
(DT) is also essential, aligning programmes with the digital economy's needs for universities, 
advancing economic well-being and social progress during the refinement of the University-as-a-
Service (UaaS) framework (Senivongse and Bennet, 2023). DT courses develop practical and 
emotional skills, encourage community participation for innovative problem-solving, and are 
critical for preparing future sustainability leaders in HEIs (Alvarenga et al., 2023). Educators 
suggest that DT imparts transformative social innovation skills to learners (McLaughlin et al., 
2023) and creative educational methods, for instance, technology for teaching focused on 
enhancing students' learning and experiences (Gashoot et al., 2023).  
 
Furthermore, the innovation in pedagogy is evident in recent social innovations in education, 
exemplified by the role of simulation-based exercises in the academic achievements of university 
students (Barrera et al., 2021), academic English proficiency (Homateni Julius et al., 2023). 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are utilized as bridge courses to  meet HEIs’ standards 
(Agasisti et al., 2022), and are viewed as a disruptive innovation, that is highly practical and cost-
effective (Canaran and Bayram, 2024). This approach examines MOOCs in terms of performance, 
advantages, and market impact; but they may also serve as an enhanced innovation by generating 
possibilities for students not provided by traditional HEIs (Al-Imarah and Shields, 2019). 
Implementing a Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) model in an online 
collaboration programme enhances learners’ intercultural awareness, global engagement, and 
personal and professional development (Vahed & Rodriguez, 2021). 
 
HEIs can support dispersed institutes through strategies like prioritizing social purpose 
partnerships, incentivizing collaboration, leveraging global networks, and adopting budgeting 
models valuing economic and social impact (Lough, 2022). They can also equip students with SI 
relevant skills through interdisciplinary design workshops, to improve students' interpersonal 
competency for tackling real-world challenges (Gelbmann and Pirker, 2023). Logistical problems 
and varied degrees of commitment, as well as the importance of gaining deeper knowledge in order 
to drive consistent and sustainable initiatives among HEIs, should also be highlighted (Filho et al., 
2021).  
 
Community Engagement is considered the third objective at HEIs to promote SI through the 
educational process (Donati and Wigren-Kristoferson, 2023), particularly in service-learning 
(López-De-Arana Prado et al., 2023), and institution-based community innovation labs (Paunescu 
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et al., 2022). Universities can foster public-private partnerships and community engagement to 
address socio-economic challenges and promote social innovation (Sibhensana & Maistry, 2021). 
Successful university-community partnerships depend on equity, inclusive programmes, flexible 
design, and a supportive culture that encourages teaching and learning risks (Groulx et al., 2021).  
 
4.2.2. Social Entrepreneurship in HEIs 
 
In Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), research on Social Entrepreneurship (SE), a form of SI, 
emphasizes integrating SE into SI curricula to foster innovation, develop sustainability mindsets, 
and enhance emotional intelligence (Tomasella et al., 2023). Effective experiential learning, 
supported by university policymakers through a top-down approach, should focus on high-impact 
topics, innovative teaching, and the promotion of enterprise and self-employment (Jones et al., 
2013). A key component is experiential learning, which strengthens competencies and promotes a 
solidarity economy, cultivating civic-mindedness and encouraging entrepreneurship with a broader 
societal impact (Gómez et al., 2019). HE has advanced an education proposal for a solidarity 
economy, emphasizing competencies for citizenship, promoting awareness of solidarity economy, 
and encouraging entrepreneurship with broader societal impacts (Gómez et al., 2019).  
 
A Corporate Social Entrepreneurship (CSE) curriculum that engages quadruple-helix stakeholders 
would advance this mission, requiring a flexible, cross-cutting approach to develop essential ideas 
and competencies (Rickhoff-Fischer et al., 2021). Furthermore, innovation hubs and other support 
programmes offer regulatory support for academic entrepreneurship (AE), enhancing the 
contributions of HEIs (Gaspar Pacheco et al., 2024). In practical terms, students should be seen as 
catalysts for change, with programmes designed to promote SE within local ecosystems (Thomsen 
et al., 2018). Examples like the SISTOUR-LAB offer hands-on experience in creating hybrid 
business models, prototyping SIs, and developing sustainable tourism (Castro-Spila et al., 2018).  
 
For universities to transition into entrepreneurial institutions, they must prioritize knowledge 
sharing, both nationally and internationally, to expand networks (Kripa et al., 2021). However, 
developing SE programmes involves navigating budget constraints, professor shortages, and 
complex social and academic issues (Roslan et al., 2022). Incorporating the humanities and social 
sciences alongside business knowledge enhances SE competencies, while a community-oriented 
approach paired with adaptive skills and a triple-impact framework offers a powerful model for 
SI, especially in emerging economies (Premadasa et al., 2023; Vázquez-Parra et al., 2022). Amid 
rising social and environmental challenges like poverty, social entrepreneurship has become 
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crucial, highlighting the dynamics of sustainable ecosystems, social innovation, and integrated 
sustainable practices (Miah et al., 2024) 
 
4.2.3. Digital Transformation 
 
Universities are prioritizing digital transformation strategies to equip students with essential skills 
and maintain a competitive edge in the global education landscape, aligning with the demands of 
Industry 4.0 (Mian et al., 2020). HEIs are adapting their strategies to consider the complex, 
interconnected factors of the modern world, including political, economic, and environmental 
dynamics, as well as the lasting effects of COVID-19 (Trevisan et al., 2024). Sustainable digital 
transformation, in particular, is highlighted as a necessary focus, allowing universities to respond 
to rapid technological advances, while ensuring long-term viability and resilience (Mohamed 
Hashim et al., 2022). 
 
Post-pandemic, institutions, businesses, and communities face the imperative to enact 
comprehensive social innovations (Macke et al., 2018). HEIs were forced to go digital due to 
COVID-19, which prevented face-to-face classes and tutoring (Rof et al., 2020). In addition, there 
was a dynamic shift towards online exchange (Silla et al., 2023). Virtual exchange project explores 
transformative learning outcomes, addressing the theory-practice gap and understanding 
development processes in virtual exchange projects (VEPs) (Fritz & Marchewka, 2023). This 
demonstrated the need to reassess the opportunities and barriers for students to gain digital skills 
(Singh et al., 2020). The majority of students said that digital tools were mostly utilised for 
institutional communication and peer interaction, rather than for the cultivation of networking and 
lifetime learning capabilities (Monteiro and Leite, 2021).  
 
Digital technology has the potential to revolutionise this adaptable education method to maximize 
student outreach (Garcez et al., 2022). Digital technologies (DT) have been demonstrated to exert 
a positive and significant impact on performance in the areas of scientific study, movement, 
globalisation and sustainability (Carvalho et al., 2023). HEI transdisciplinary techniques can 
promote digital sustainability by boosting learners' knowledge and ideation procedures, generating 
digital services and goods that can help meet sustainable development challenges 
(Lampoltshammer et al., 2021). Students are more willing to explore the potential given by 
technological education and learning (Zizka and Probst, 2024). The Digital Study Assistant (IDSA) 
has elements that assist learners to enhance their own self-control and organising abilities, as well 
as their learning preferences, performance, and the requirement to meet certain study objectives 



14 
 

(König et al., 2024). HEIs must therefore adapt digitally in order to remain competitive, with 
strategic planning and stakeholder involvement critical to this (Koseda et al., 2024). 
 
4.2.4. Study/Research  
 
Since 1995, HEI SI has been driven by partnerships between HEIs and technological companies 
(Westhead and Storey, 1995). Research reveals a growing interest in exploring the connection 
between open-science and innovation. Recent attention has centred on topics like education, 
responsible research, SI, co-creation, and AI (Sanabria-Z et al., 2023). Combining both art and 
science to educate people is an innovative social approach that transcends academia, impacting 
diverse and socially disadvantaged areas (Alvarez-Castañon and Romero-Ugalde, 2022).  
 
Recently, SI research in HEIs has assessed curriculum and initiatives, focused on how growth in 
SI competency may increase societal transformation (Glasserman-Morales et al., 2024). The 
concepts relating to sustainability and SI are effectively and indirectly conveyed in the categories 
of mission, vision and values, curriculum, ‘green campus’ activities, and healthy environment 
strategies focused on labour rights and societal relations (Alvarenga et al., 2024) . Further, research 
is now more focused on the SDGs, including Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure (Alden-
Rivers, 2016; Schmidt and Stadermann, 2022); No Poverty (Greene, 2022), Quality Education 
(Isusi-Fagoaga et al., 2023), Click or tap here to enter text., and Reducing Inequalities (Ólafsdóttir 
and Gunnþórsdóttir, 2020). 
 
4.2.5. Innovation Culture at HEIs 
 
"Innovation" entails more than just the desire to do things differently; it also necessitates modifying 
surroundings (Palmer and Giering, 2024). Sciences related to computers, sociology, science and 
technology, and commerce were the most popular subjects, with "innovation" appearing as the 
most commonly used word, indicating the culture of invention fostered by hackathon events 
(Garcia, 2023). HEIs should establish a platform within the institution to cultivate a culture of SI 
focused on practice (Svennevik and Saidi, 2022). Indeed, HEI culture must shift towards engaging 
student entrepreneurs in innovation (Hall, 2021). Further, a sustainability-focused innovation 
culture fosters a forward-thinking mindset by promoting sustainable solutions, enhancing learning 
and knowledge exchange, and encouraging experiential approaches that inspire and cultivate 
students' entrepreneurial mindset (Endarwati et al., 2023). 
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Based on the SI network analysis conducted, this research has identified a compilation of HEIs 
that implement SI culture and Table V lists key factors of these by country.  
 
Table V.  University and SI Framework by Country    
No University/ institute SI and its adoption Sources 

1 Austrian HEIs 
SI and community 
partnerships (CCPs) 

(Fahrenwald et al., 2023) 

2 Belarus HEI 
SI and employability of 
young graduates 

(García-Aracil et al., 2022) 

3 Canadian university 
Entrepreneurial 
motivations 

(Kennedy et al., 2023) 

4 China and Pakistan HEIs 
SI and niche 
management 

(Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 2022) 

5 Indian HEIs. 
SI and civic 
crowdfunding 

(Bofylatos and Azariadis, 2022) 

6 Mexican university Design thinking process 
(Cruz-Sandoval et al., 2022) 
 

7 
New South Wales 
(UNSW) Hei 

Climate action pedagogy (Leimbach, 2022) 

8 
North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill Hei 

SI and soft skill 
integration 

(Skywark et al., 2022) 

9 
Peninsular Malaysia - 
three northern states 

Homelessness research 
and action 

(Yoke et al., 2021) 

10 Portuguese HEIs 
Social justice in SI and 
incubators 

(Cunha et al., 2022) 

11 
Spanish public 
universities 

Action-research 
approach 

(Cruz et al., 2023) 

12 
The Georgia Institute of 
Technology 

SI and SDGs (sustainable 
development goals) 

(Hirsch et al., 2023) 

 
SI can transform education, leadership, and entrepreneurship, promoting sustainability, 
decolonisation, and social justice. SI promotes employability, incorporates ICT in vocational 
learning, and enhances community engagement through service learning. SI supports regional 
development and aligns with the SDGs, as well as  fostering entrepreneurial skills, industry 
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partnerships, and financial sustainability, with action research and individual innovation driving 
systemic change. These practices are organised into the five themes shown below in Figure 7. 
 
Figure 7. The last refined SI framework at HEIs 

IV. Conclusions 
 
This systematic literature review of 213 SI-related papers on the SI frameworks in HEIs, makes a 
significant theoretical and empirical contribution by identifying SI themes, subthemes, issues and 
best practices in HE. Further, the paper makes three additional contributions. 
  
• First, this research elaborates upon the work of Morsy et al. (2024), by synthesising 

fragmented studies and providing an examination of SI's theoretical suitability and practical 
implementation in HEIs. Using systematic review article data from three major sources (WOS, 
Scopus, and Sage), the paper identifies a continuous development framework for SI (see Figure 
9).  
 

• Second, the paper’s conceptual framework of SI and HEI themes, yielded five subthemes and 
19 topics (see Figure 9), providing a deeper thematic knowledge of SI in HE.  

 
• Third, avenues for further research were explored and identified. Further research can explore 

the relationship between countries and the collaboration for SI and sustainable development in 
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enhancing students' understanding through international projects (Vasconcelos et al., 2022). 
Investigation of the relationships with external partners, such as NGOs and government bodies 
in performing SI would also be useful (Peng et al., 2022), along with research on educator 
performance, staff fatigue, and managerial abilities at HEIs (Raisiene et al., 2022). 

 
The findings also have theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, the data suggests that 
HEIs should look to promote an innovation culture. SI, as illustrated in Figure 7 and Table V, 
requires significant conceptual growth. Campus Community Partnerships (CCP) have been 
explored in earlier studies to improve the efficiency and efficacy of SI in HEIs; however, further 
research could explore the themes/sub-themes in Table VI. From a practical standpoint, this paper 
identifies the need for international projects, CCPs, research competencies, and sustainability 
competencies to embrace SI. Using the research themes, HEIs may now more effectively allocate 
resources and management assistance to SI (Figure 7; Table VI). Taken together, these 
implications can help educators who want to implement or improve SI in another field. 

 
Table VI. Future research themes 
 
This study has several limitations. First, it proposes broad connections between subthemes and SI. 
Second, only three databases (WOS, SCOPUS, and Sage) were used, possibly missing relevant 
studies and grey literature. Third, due to the novelty of the concept, the screening method may 
have missed some studies. Despite these limitations, the systematic review's rigorous approach 
offers a clear categorisation of topics that support SI at HEIs, reducing research fragmentation and 
enhancing both study and practice.   
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